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Translator’s Introduction 


William Mark Hohengarten 


The essays collected in this volume take up and expand upon 
a line of argument begun by the author in The Philosophical 
Discourse of Modernity. Like most contemporary thinkers, Ha- 
bermas is critical of the Western metaphysical tradition and its 
exaggerated conception of reason. At the same time, however, 
he cautions against relinquishing that conception altogether. 
Against the radical critics of Western philosophy he argues that 
the wholesale rejection of the metaphysical tradition inevitably 
undercuts the possibility of rational critique itself. He thus 
defends the view that genuinely postmetaphysical thinking can 
remain critical only if it preserves the idea of reason derived 
from the tradition while stripping it of its metaphysical trap- 
pings. In order to steer between the twin dangers of a nostalgic 
return to or a radical critique of metaphysics, we must trans- 
form our inherited conceptions of reason and the rational 
subject. In these essays Habermas contributes to this task by 
further developing his intersubjectivistic approaches to mean- 
ing and validity and, especially, to subjectivity and individuality. 
In this introduction I shall make a few brief remarks clarifying 
each of these undertakings. 


The linguistic turn in philosophy paved the way for postme- 
taphysical thinking; yet, in many of its manifestations, the phi- 
losophy of language is still wedded to the very metaphysical 
figures of thought it sought to overcome. For instance, inten- 
tionalistic theories of meaning uncritically adopt a conception 
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of action drawn from the subject-object model of conscious- 
ness, while truth-semantic accounts of meaning uncritically ac- 
cept the logocentric perspective dominant in the tradition. 
Even the semiotics of Charles Sanders Peirce remains ensnared 
by the legacy of metaphysics; for although Peirce insisted that 
interpretability (or the “interpretant relation”) must be a part of 
the structure of any sign, he also believed that this requirement 
could be met without taking into account the communicative 
relationship between a speaker and an interpreting hearer. 
Ultimately this led Peirce back to metaphysical realism con- 
cerning universals. Against this, Habermas argues that the “in- 
terpretant relation” cannot be understood independently of 
the conditions of intersubjective communication oriented toward 
mutual understanding. In the fourth essay of this volume, 
“Toward a Critique of the Theory of Meaning,” he examines 
three competing accounts of meaning—intentionalism, the use- 
theory, and truth-semantics—with the aim of showing that each 
of them captures only one of the three functions performed 
by language when a speaker comes to an understanding with 
another person about something in the world. Habermas’s own 
universal pragmatics, with its theory of three distinct validity 
claims and three corresponding world-relations, is meant to 
avoid the one-sidedness of these competing theories. The es- 
says in this volume provide many compelling arguments in 
support of Habermas’s meaning-theoretic position. At the same 
time, they also tend to presuppose some prior familiarity with 
it. It may therefore be helpful to summarize its most significant 
features. 

Habermas argues that linguistic meaning is constituted com- 
municatively. The smallest unit of communication is the utter- 
ance put forth by a speaker together with the “yes” or “no” 
position taken toward that utterance by a hearer. Every utter- 
ance contains a (stated or implied) propositional component p 
that predicates something of an object. However, even in the 
case of an assertion, the meaning of the utterance is not deter- 
mined by p alone. The full meaning of an utterance depends 
equally upon how this propositional content is being put forth— 
whether it is being asserted, commanded, confessed, promised, 
etc. This force of the utterance is given by its zdlocutionary com- 
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ponent, which may be made explicit by a performative clause: 
“I assert... .,” “I command .. .,” “I confess. . .,” “I promise 
....” and so on. But every utterance in fact makes three distinct 
validity claims, only one of which is thematized by the illocu- 
tionary component. That is, with her utterance a speaker 
makes a truth claim relating to the objective world of states of 
affairs, a rightness claim relating to the social world of norma- 
tively regulated interpersonal relations, and a truthfulness or 
sincerity claim relating to the subjective world of experiences to 
which the speaker has privileged access. Each of these validity 
claims is universal, in two senses. First, each of them is raised, 
either implicitly or explicitly, in every speech act; they are 
universal formal features of linguistic communication. But, sec- 
ondly, each also lays claim to universal validity for what it claims 
to be true, right, or truthful. That is, the validity that is claimed 
cannot be restricted to “validity for the speaker,” or “validity 
for this specific group.” Validity means validity for every sub- 
ject capable of speech and action. With any utterance, then, a 
speaker lays claim to three dimensions of validity that transcend 
the particular context or the linguistic community in which the 
utterance is made. 

The correlates of this transcendence are the three “worlds” 
to which the speaker relates with her utterance: the objective, 
social, and subjective worlds. Habermas traces his pragmatic 
concept of world back to the One of metaphysics: participation 
in the metaphysical One is what allowed a diverse plurality of 
entities to be constituted as a totality, or as one world. In the 
Kantian critique of reason, the place of the metaphysical One 
was taken by the transcendental subject, while the totality of 
entities lost its objective character and took on a regulative 
function as an Idea of Reason. Habermas stresses the crucial 
distinction in Kant between the ideal synthesis of reason, 
whereby this world-totality is first constituted, and the empirical 
syntheses of the understanding, which concern objects in the 
world and are therefore made possible only by the antecedent 
world-constituting synthesis. Ultimately, this figure of thought 
undergoes a pragmatic transformation in Habermas’s own the- 
ory. The concept or idea of a world is no longer projected by 
a monological consciousness but by interacting subjects who 
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raise validity claims in communicative acts. And the concept of 
the one objective world consisting of all existing objects or all 
true states of affairs is augmented by two analogous world- 
concepts corresponding to the two other validity claims: the 
concept of a social world consisting of all normatively sanc- 
tioned actions or of all legitimate norms themselves and the 
concept of a subjective world consisting of all experiences to 
which the subject has privileged access and to which she can 
give expression in truthful utterances. The metaphysical One 
and the Kantian Idea of Reason reappear more modestly in 
everyday communicative practice as these three worlds, that is, 
as “more or less trivial suppositions of commonality that make 
possible the cognitive, the regulative and the expressive uses 
of language.” 

But what does it mean to claim that one’s utterance is valid? 
For the sake of simplicity, let us consider the truth-claim a 
speaker makes for a statement. Habermas argues that, in gen- 
eral, we evaluate truth claims not by directly comparing a 
statement with a state of affairs in the objective world but by 
examining the reasons that a speaker can give in support of 
what she says. Claiming that one’s statement is true, or valid, 
is tantamount to claiming that good reasons can be given in 
support of it. In Habermas’s words: “The speaker refers with 
his validity claim to a potential of reasons that could be brought 
to bear for it.” These reasons are in turn evaluated in terms 
of their intersubjective acceptability as good reasons for holding 
something to be the case. That is why an understanding of the 
speaker’s utterance cannot be abstracted from the “yes” or “no” 
position that the hearer takes toward it. Even when reasons 
are neither actually demanded nor given—even in settings 
where giving reasons is not institutionalized or is relatively 
undeveloped—the meaning of every speech act is tied to the 
potential of reasons that could be given in support of it. In this 
sense, every speech act points implicitly to the argumentative 
procedure of giving and evaluating reasons in support of va- 
lidity claims. 

The process of argumentation itself requires one final ideal- 
ization, which concerns the relevant speech situation. Accord- 
ing to Habermas, argumentation provides a suitable medium 
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for determining which reasons are good reasons for accepting 
an utterance only if this determination is based solely upon the 
force of the better argument and not, for instance, upon power 
relations among speakers. Therefore, when speakers engage 
in argumentation, they must suppose that certain conditions 
hold that guarantee that the agreements they reach are based 
on reasons alone. These conditions define what Habermas calls 
the ideal speech situation, centering on the supposition that 
symmetry conditions hold between competent speakers when- 
ever they engage in argumentation.! 

It is crucial to Habermas’s position that the status of the 
various idealizations named by him not be misunderstood. He 
uses “ideal” in a specifically Kantian sense to designate some- 
thing that has a regulative function but is unattainable in actual 
fact. Thus, “the idealizing presuppositions of communicative 
action must not be hypostatized into the ideal of a future 
condition.” The ideal of universal agreement that is projected 
by every validity claim, and the correlative ideals of world- 
totalities corresponding to all true statements, to all correct 
norms, and to all truthful expressions, function in communi- 
cation as critical reference points. “Critical,” because the con- 
cept of validity is not defined in terms of what a particular 
group accepts as valid in a given situation. Validity claims can 
of course only be raised within particular language games and 
forms of life; yet, while ¢mmanent in particular contexts of 
communication, they always claim a validity that transcends any 
and all of them. 


The foregoing summary emphasizes the wniversalistic dimen- 
sion of Habermas’s pragmatics. In the eyes of some critics, this 
universalism indicates an insensitivity to the claims of the in- 
dividual over and against the universal—and thus an insensitiv- 
ity to the related themes of otherness and difference. It is true, 
of course, that Habermas’s defense of a postmetaphysical uni- 
versalism has often been explicitly and emphatically directed 
against relativistic and ethnocentric brands of particularism. Yet, 
despite his criticism of these types of particularism—or, per- 
haps more precisely, because of it—Habermas does not cham- 
pion the universal against the individual, otherness, and 
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difference. On the contrary, he attempts to rescue the individ- 
ual from complete absorption into the particular contexts in 
which it is always embedded. It may be true that the univer- 
salistic dimensions of Habermas’s pragmatic theory lie closer 
to the surface of his writings; but this should not obscure the 
fact that this theory accords a role to the individual that is at 
least as significant as the role it attributes to universal validity 
claims. Fortunately, the essays in this volume include discus- 
sions of the individual, otherness, and difference that will make 
it more difficult to overlook this dimension of Habermas’s 
thought. Of central importance on this score is the article 
“Individuation through Socialization: On George Herbert 
Mead’s Theory of Subjectivity.” This essay brings together var- 
ious lines of thought developed elsewhere in the collection and 
in many ways serves as its focal point, as is suggested by the 
frequent references to it throughout the volume. For this rea- 
son, and because of its complexity, I shall sketch its argument 
here. 

Habermas readily concedes that the universal is opposed to 
the individual and tends to suppress it—if the basic concepts of 
metaphysics are presupposed. Operating with the concepts of genus 
and species, the metaphysical tradition could explicate indivi- 
duation only in two equally unsatisfactory ways. Numerically, 
things are individuated through the material instantiation of 
universal formal substances. But since being is attributed only 
to these universal substances, while matter is conceived as that 
which is not, numerical individuation can only be conceived as 
privation. Things stand no better with qualitative individuation. 
The genera and species that characterize any thing are them- 
selves universals and cannot distinguish that thing as a unique 
individual entity. On the other hand, if the chain of genera 
and species is extended to include an ultimate individuating 
specification (such as Duns Scotus’ haecceitas), then the triumph 
of the universal is all the more complete; for this specification 
is itself a universal that extends to every individual as such and 
thus distinguishes none of them as something unique and irre- 
placeable. This metaphysical dilemma still continues to make 
itself felt in Hegel, where the individual totality is made de- 
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pendent on an absolute totality that ultimately robs the former 
of its individuality. Habermas concludes: 


Hegel’s philosophy of history and his philosophy of right merely 
illustrate in a drastic way something that is generally valid: as long 
as the problematic of metaphysical unitary thinking remains in force, 
and as long as idealist modes of thought remain in use, the universal 
will triumph over the individual, which is banished to ineffability. 
Along the course of metaphysical thinking, the endangered individ- 
ual reveals itself at best ironically as the nonidentical—as the marginal 
that is pressed to the side and drops out of the running at every 
attempt to identify an individual as itself and distinguish it from all 
other individuals.” 


Unfortunately, just these metaphysical concepts are unre- 
flectively presupposed by the classics of sociology when they 
interpret a central phenomenon of modernity, namely, social 
individualization. The paradigm is provided by Durkheim. On 
the one hand, he treats individuality as a privative concept, 
defined in terms of deviation from the universal features of 
one’s social environment. On the other hand, he interprets 
societal differentiation (or the “division of labor”) and the con- 
comitant multiplication of socially sanctioned roles as a source 
of increased individualization; the greater the number of pos- 
sible roles, the more nearly unique or “individualized” will be 
the combination of roles fulfilled by any one person. In either 
case, however, universal characterizations retain the upper 
hand. In particular, a multiplication of roles does not result in 
any increase in autonomy for the individual in relation to these 
socially binding roles. In fact, societal differentiation appears 
to make this sort of “individualization” into just one more 
socially binding norm—the paradoxically “institutionalized in- 
dividual.” What is needed instead is a concept of individuation 
that captures the missing dimensions of autonomy and the 
capacity to be oneself. Such a concept should, moreover, allow 
us to distinguish between two phenomena: societal differentia- 
tion and progressive individuation. 

The route to such a concept proceeds via the modern phi- 
losophy of the subject. Since Descartes, the emphatic sense of 
individuality has been associated with the spontaneous ego, or 
the I. The affiliated subject-object model of consciousness, 
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however, proved inadequate for developing this insight. In 
German Idealism, this paradigm took shape as the mirror- 
model of self-consciousness: consciousness gets hold of itself 
by being reflected back on itself out of the world of objects of 
which it is conscious. However, what is “gotten hold of” proves 
not to be the spontaneous ego as the subject of consciousness 
(i.e., Kant’s transcendental ego), since that would require that 
the subject be an object of consciousness. The spontaneous 
subject recedes from consciousness of itself. At best, then, con- 
sciousness can come to know the empirical ego; but this appears 
as merely one more object. So there remains no place for the 
individual between consciousness in the first-person, as the 
receding subject, and consciousness in the third-person, as a 
causally determined object. 

Habermas believes that the limits of this approach become 
particularly clear in the work of Fichte, who wanted to go 
beyond the transcendental starting point by uniting it with both 
an intersubjectivistic account of individuality and an existen- 
tialist notion of self-choice—a union which, however, found- 
ered precisely on the primacy accorded to consciousness and 
the subject-object relation. With the model of an ego that posits 
itself in an act that is practically executed and reflexively recap- 
itulable, Fichte brought together the practical and the theoret- 
ical dimensions of subjectivity that were separated in Kant. At 
the same time, he saw that the ego is only able to posit itself as 
something individual; but individuality requires that the ego 
encounter other egos which delimit it. Precisely because the orig- 
inal ego is conceived as transcendental subjectivity, however, it 
can encounter these other egos only as olyects. Its individuality 
thereby reflects objective restrictions placed upon it, rather 
than an increase in self-determination and self-realization. 
Moreover, the ego’s reflexive certainty of itself distinguishes 
between its essential determination as ego and its further, ines- 
sential attributes; it is essentially an instance of “egohood in 
general,” and only accidentally this ego. In this way, the sin- 
gularity and the universality of the transcendental starting 
point ultimately reasserted themselves at the expense of both 
intersubjective plurality and individuality. 
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In order to escape the aporias of an ego that posits itself, 
Wilhelm von Humboldt and Soren Kierkegaard rejected the 
transcendental starting point in favor of a self that is sitwated 
within a concrete form of life or within an individual life- 
history. Kierkegaard reinterpreted self-positing as self-choice, 
in which I critically appropriate my life-history through the 
paradoxical act of choosing myself as the one who I am and 
who I want to be. Because the authentically chosen life-history 
serves thereby as the source of individuation, the distinction 
between my essential character as ego and my accidental char- 
acter as this historical individual is cancelled. Self-choice in- 
volves a performative rather than a descriptive concept of 
individuality. In choosing myself as the one who I am and want 
to be, I make a claim to radical authenticity, rather than to 
descriptive accuracy. But this claim requires recognition from 
an Other. For Kierkegaard, this Other is God. Already in the 
eighteenth century, however, Rousseau had appealed for rec- 
ognition not to God but to an unrestricted universal public. 
The really decisive innovation was, however, made by Hum- 
boldt. He replaced the subject-object model of consciousness 
with a model of linguistic communication involving speakers 
and hearers. In linguistic communication, speakers encounter 
one another in a nonobjectifying way. The one perspective of 
the transcendental subject gives way to a plurality of partici- 
pants’ perspectives. Unity within this plurality is conceived not 
as subsumption but as unforced agreement in dialogue. Com- 
munication unites diverse forms of life without cancelling their 
diversity. “Thus,” Habermas argues, “although the nonidenti- 
cal . . . always slipped through the net of basic metaphysical 
concepts, it remains accessible in a trivial way in everyday com- 
municative practice.”? 

It is this model of intersubjective communication that Mead 
used to explicate the structure of the individual. In a certain 
sense, Mead retains the mirror-model of self-consciousness fa- 
miliar from German Idealism in which the subject only comes 
upon itself via the mediation of its object. Now, however, this 
“object” is understood not from the third-person perspective 
of an observer but from the second-person perspective of a par- 
ticipant in linguistic communication—the other is an alter ego. 
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The self is then conceived as the alter ego of this alter ego. We 
might call this the subject in the second person. Mead employs 
the term “me” to give expression to this structure of the self 
as a second person to another second person. With the “me” 
he is able to bypass the dilemma posed by the philosophy of 
the subject, which conceives of the self either in the first person, 
as the singular and universal receding subject of knowledge 
and action, or in the third person, as one mere empirical object 
among others. Of course, Mead still has to explain how this 
subject in the second person could first arise out of structures 
of intersubjectivity. After all, intersubjectivity itself would seem 
to presuppose antecedently constituted subjects. Mead’s solu- 
tion to this problem is to show that an organism first takes up 
a relationship to itself, and is thus first constituted as a subject, 
in the moment when communicative relations are established 
between organisms. Subjectivity (in the second person) and 
intersubjectivity (between second persons) are therefore coeval. 

The “me” has two distinct components: the theoretical “me,” 
or a person’s consciousness of herself, and the practical “me,” 
or the agency through which she monitors her behavior. Ha- 
bermas devotes considerable effort to showing that Mead’s 
genetic account of the theoretical “me” avoids the paradoxes 
that plagued Kant’s and Fichte’s theories of self-consciousness. 
From the point of view of a theory of the individual, however, 
it is the practical “me” that is of particular interest. This prac- 
tical “me” comes into existence when the subject establishes a 
practical relation to herself by adopting the normative attitude 
of an alter ego toward her own behavior. Later, this second- 
person perspective is enlarged to encompass the generalized 
expectations of all members of her society, or the attitude of 
the “generalized other.” Understood in this way, the practical 
“me” is a conservative moment of selfhood since it represents 
the pregiven normative expectations of society as a whole. A 
practical self or identity constituted solely by this “me” would 
have to be wholly conventional in character. In Habermas’s 
view, such a conventionally constituted self is nonetheless a 
precondition for the emergence of a nonconventional aspect 
of the practical self: the practical “I,” which opposes the “me” 
with both presocial drives and innovative fantasy. The inter- 
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subjectivity of the practical self is reflected in this tension be- 
tween the “me” and the “I.” At the conventional stage, however, 
the relationship is one in which the “I” is suppressed or re- 
pressed. This is why Habermas detects a critical moment 
lodged in Mead’s use of these pronouns: the suppression of 
the “I” indicates that this conventional identity can at best be 
a substitute for a true one. 

Yet, the self is intersubjectively constituted through and 
through; the relationship to a community is what makes the 
practical relation-to-self possible. If the individual is to realize 
her true identity, she cannot do so by withdrawing from this 
community. Habermas follows Mead in arguing that this ap- 
parent dilemma is solved by appealing to a wider, universal 
community consisting of all possible alter egos. The “I” projects 
a new intersubjective context; it thus makes possible a new 
“me” reflecting the norms of this projected community. In this 
postconventional identity, the relationship between the “I” and 
the “me” still remains, but the order of priority has been 
reversed. 

Habermas distinguishes between two dimensions in which 
the postconventional self appeals to a universal community: 
the moral and the ethical. In moral discourse an individual 
seeks a consensus with the larger community about the right- 
ness of binding norms. This in turn makes possible an ‘auton- 
omous self capable of self-determination. Ethical discourse, on 
the other hand, concerns identities, be it of groups or of in- 
dividuals. Again, whenever I lay claim to a unique identity as 
an irreplaceable individual rather than as the instantiation of 
a social type, I must appeal to a larger community. In this case, 
however, what I seek is not so much the agreement of this 
larger community as its recognition of me as the one who I am 
and who I want to be. In this sense, the self is not the property 
of an isolated subjectivity: the claim of radical authenticity 
depends upon recognition by others. 

Because true individuation depends on the development of 
a postconventional identity, it ultimately requires the indivi- 
duated person to leave behind the conventional stage of so- 
cialization in order to take up a critical attitude toward the 
merely given norms of her particular society. For this reason, 
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individuation cannot be equated with societal differentiation, 
whether this be described as the pluralization of socially sanc- 
tioned roles or as the break-up of society into functional sub- 
systems that relegate individuals to their “environments” (and 
vice versa). On Habermas’s view, societal differentiation does 
result in overburdening the conventional individual with con- 
flicting demands, and the impossibility of reconciling these 
demands can lead to the disintegration of a conventional iden- 
tity. Yet, this “release” from traditional determinants of per- 
sonal identity is in itself an ambiguous phenomenon: both an 
emancipation and a loss of self. Its emancipatory potential can 
be realized only if the released individuals are capable of mak- 
ing the transition to postconventional identity structures. This 
transition requires not isolation but projected reintegration 
into a larger community. 

It is not difficult to make the connection between this account 
of individuation and Habermas’s universal pragmatics: both 
require the ideal supposition, or projection, of a universal com- 
munity of discourse. But, one might ask, does not this construc- 
tion allow the universal to triumph over the individual one 
final time? In Habermas’s view, it does not. The relationship 
between the supposition of a universal community and the 
individual is not one of subsumption but of complementarity. 
This complementarity is evident in each of the two dimensions 
in which individuation occurs: in moral self-determination and 
in ethical self-realization. According to Habermas, moral au- 
tonomy is the correlate of normative validity claims, claims that 
transcend the status quo of a particular society precisely be- 
cause they refer to the ideal of a universal normative consensus. 
Yet, the relative approximation to this ideal in universally ac- 
knowledged norms does not imply that differences in concrete 
forms of life must be leveled, or that every person must con- 
form to a single ideal lifestyle. On the contrary, the universal- 
ization of norms leads to their becoming ever more abstract, 
and thus more compatible with increasing concrete diversity. 
Ultimately, this process leads to a growing toleration of other 
forms of life—as long as these do not themselves embody the 
intolerant oppression of some individuals in the interest of 
others. Habermas thus argues that 
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the transitory unity that is generated in the porous and refracted 
intersubjectivity of a linguistically mediated consensus not only sup- 
ports but furthers and accelerates the pluralization of forms of life 
and the individualization of lifestyles. More discourse means more 
contradiction and difference. The more abstract the agreements be- 
come, the more diverse the disagreements with which we can nonvi- 
olently live.4 


The same can be said of the ethical dimension of self-real- 
ization. Ethically, the individual appeals to the projected uni- 
versal community not for agreement about norms but for 
recognition of her claim to authenticity and of herself as a 
unique and irreplaceable individual. Habermas correlates this 
performative concept of individuality with the performative 
employment of “I” in the making of universal validity claims: 
when making any validity claim, I also lay claim to recognition 
for my individual identity. Even when, after weighing the evi- 
dence, the other person rejects my specific validity claim, this 
very rejection still implies her acknowledgement of me as an 
accountable actor and therefore constitutes an acceptance of 
my identity clam. My understanding of myself as an irreplace- 
able individual is in this way anchored in the recognition I 
receive from others in linguistic interaction. No one else can 
take my place, or represent me, in this interaction. Hence, the 
unity engendered by communication does not eliminate the 
difference between individuals, but instead confirms it: “lin- 
guistically attained consensus does not eradicate from the ac- 
cord the differences in speaker perspectives, but rather 
presupposes them as ineliminable.”® 


Except for three omissions and one addition, the essays in- 
cluded in this volume are the same as those in the German 
Nachmetaphysisches Denken (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1988). The 
omissions are “Handlungen, Sprechakte, sprachlich vermittelte 
Interaktionen und Lebenswelt” and “Bemerkungen zu J. 
Searles ‘Meaning, Communication, and_ Representation’,” 
which are to appear in English elsewhere; an appendix con- 
sisting of a review article by Habermas has also been omitted.® 


The addition is “Peirce and Communication,” a paper first 
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delivered at the Peirce Sesquicentennial Congress held at Har- 
vard University in 1989. 

In translating these essays I have taken the ideal of a faithful 
rendering as my primary guide. To the greatest extent possible, 
I have retained Habermas’s own figures of speech, particularly 
the metaphors he draws from the natural world. I have also 
tended to retain the basic style of his sentences. This style, 
often consisting of several subordinate and relative clauses 
joined together in a well-crafted whole, is one that he deems 
appropriate to the scholarly treatment of complex subjects—as 
can be seen by comparison with, say, his political writings or 
Feuilliton contributions, which reflect stylistic ideals more ap- 
propriate to other topics and other forums. 

I would like to thank the author for reading through a draft 
of this translation and suggesting changes he thought appro- 
priate. While these changes have been introduced in order to 
capture his meaning more precisely or to make the translation 
more readable, they do sometimes result in minor departures 
from the original text. At such points, the correspondence 
between the German and the English versions is not exactly 
that of translation. 
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1 


The Horizon of Modernity Is 
Shifting 


How modern is the philosophy of the twentieth century? 

This question may seem naive. And yet, was the development 
of philosophical thinking at the beginning of this century 
marked by turning points similar to those found in painting 
on its way toward abstraction, in music with the transition from 
the octave to the twelve-tone system, and in literature with the 
shattering of traditional narrative structures? And if an enter- 
prise like philosophy, so very indebted to antiquity and its 
renaissances, really has opened itself to the inconstant spirit 
of modernity, which is oriented toward innovation, experi- 
mentation, and acceleration, could one not pose a more far- 
reaching question: Has philosophy, too, succumbed to the ag- 
ing of modernity, as for instance present-day architecture has? 
Are there similarities with a postmodern architecture that, with 
vaguely provocative gestures, is again turning to historical dec- 
oration and to the ornamentation that had once been 
condemned? 

There are at least terminological parallels. Contemporary 
philosophers, too, are celebrating their farewells. Members of 
one group call themselves postanalytic philosophers, others call 
themselves poststructuralists or post-Marxists. The fact that the 
phenomenologists have not yet arrived at their own “post-ism” 
almost makes them suspect. 
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Four Philosophical Movements 


Platonism and Aristotelianism, even rationalism and empiri- 
cism, have lasted for centuries. Today things move faster. Philo- 
sophical movements are phenomena of effective history. They 
mask the constant pace of academic philosophy, which with its 
long rhythms stands athwart the more rapid shifts in issues 
and schools. Nonetheless, both when it formulates its problems, 
and when it has an effect on the public at large, philosophy 
draws from the same sources—in our century, four great move- 
ments. Even with all the differences we perceive at close range, 
four complexes, each with its own physiognomy, emerge from 
the flow of thought: analytic philosophy, phenomenology, 
Western Marxism, and structuralism. Hegel spoke of “shapes 
of spirit.” This expression forces itself on us. For as soon as a 
shape of spirit is recognized in its uniqueness and is named, it 
is placed at a distance and condemned to decline. To this 
extent, the “posties” are not only deft opportunists with their 
noses to the wind; as seismographers tracking the spirit of the 
age, they must also be taken seriously. 

In their courses, compositions, and implications, these move- 
ments of thought differ from one another in nontrivial ways. 
Phenomenology and above all analytic philosophy have left the 
deepest tracks behind in the discipline. They found their his- 
torians and their standard portrayals long ago. Individual titles 
have achieved the rank of founding documents: G. E. Moore’s 
Princifia Ethica and Russell and Whitehead’s Principia Mathe- 
matica on the one hand, Husserl’s Logical Investigations on the 
other hand. The paths between Wittgenstein’s Tractatus and 
his Philosophical Investigations, between Heidegger’s Being and 
Time and his “Letter on Humanism,” mark peripeties. Move- 
ments of thought branch off. Linguistic analysis splits into a 
theory of science and a theory of ordinary language. Pheno- 
menology anthropologizes broadly and ontologizes deeply; 
along both paths it becomes permeated with existential topi- 
cality. And although phenomenology—after a final productive 
impetus in France (Sartre, Merleau-Ponty)—seems to be break- 
ing up, it is only in the decades following World War II that 
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analytic philosophy has gained the imperial position that it 
claims to this day with Quine and Davidson. 

An unparalleled concentration of powers characterizes the 
course of the latter tradition, which would seem to be guided 
solely through disciplined self-criticism from within, and which 
continually re-forms itself through self-produced problematics. 
In the end, it empties into the historicism of a postempirical 
philosophy of science (with Kuhn) and into the contextualism 
of a postanalytic philosophy of language (with Rorty). Yet, even 
in the aftermath of this self-overcoming, the achievements of 
linguistic analysis still triumphantly determine the explanatory 
level of the discipline as a whole. 

Structuralism and Western Marxism embody an entirely dif- 
ferent type of thinking. While the former received its impetus 
completely from without (from Saussure’s linguistics and Pi- 
aget’s psychology), the latter (Lukacs, Bloch, and Gramsci) 
re-Hegelianizes Marxist thinking by leading it from political 
economy back to philosophical reflection. Both movements, 
however, make their way through human- and social-scientific 
disciplines before the seed of speculative thought grows in the 
bed of social theory. 

As early as the twenties, Western Marxism entered into a 
symbiosis with Freudian metapsychology, and this served as the 
inspiration for the interdisciplinary works of the Frankfurt 
Institute for Social Research once it had emigrated to New 
York. There are in this respect similarities with a structuralism 
that has spread radially outward via Bachelard’s critique of 
science, Levi-Strauss’ anthropology, and Lacan’s psychoanaly- 
sis. Yet, while Marxist social theory regrouped as pure philos- 
ophy in Adorno’s negative dialectics, structuralism was only 
brought completely into the domain of philosophical thought 
by those who wished to overcome it—Foucault and Derrida. 
Here too, leave is taken in opposite directions. Wherever the 
impulses of Western Marxism have not lost their force, its 
production takes on stronger social scientific and professional 
philosophical characteristics, whereas poststructuralism pres- 
ently seems to be absorbed in a critique of reason radicalized 
through Nietzsche. Thus, while analytic philosophy is itself 
overcoming itself, and phenomenology is unraveling, in these 
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latter cases the end comes with the turn either to science or to 
Weltanschauungen. 


Themes in Modern Thought 


These four movements of thought belong to our century. Does 
that imply more than a chronological classification? Are they, 
in a specific sense, modern? And if they are, does placing them 
at a distance also imply a departure from modernity? 

What catches the eye are the new instruments of represen- 
tation and analysis that twentieth-century philosophy borrows 
from the post-Aristotelian logic developed in the nineteenth 
century and from Fregean semantics. But the specifically mod- 
ern element that seized all movements of thought lies not so 
much in the method as in the themes of thinking. Four themes 
characterize the break with the tradition. The headings are: 
postmetaphysical thinking, the linguistic turn, situating reason, 
and reversing the primacy of theory over practice—or the 
overcoming of logocentrism. 

(1) The fact that the authority of the empirical sciences has 
achieved autonomy is not new—nor is the positivistic glorifi- 
cation of this authority. But even Nietzsche, in his rejection of 
Platonism, remained attached to the tradition’s strong concept 
of theory, its grasp of the totality, and its claim to a privileged 
access to truth. This emphatic concept of theory, which was 
supposed to render not only the human world but nature too 
intelligible in their internal structures, finally sees its decline 
under the premises of a postmetaphysical thinking that is dis- 
passionate. Henceforth, it would be the procedural rationality 
of the scientific process that would decide whether or not a 
sentence has a truth-value in the first place. This antimeta- 
physical affect was not restricted to the logical empiricists in 
the Vienna Circle and their vain attempt to lay hold of a 
criterion of meaning that would supposedly allow metaphysics 
to be demarcated from science once and for all. The early 
Husserl, the young Horkheimer, and later the structuralists as 
well, all in their ways made philosophical thinking bow to the 
sciences’ claim to exemplary status. Now we think more toler- 
antly about what might count as science. 
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(2) An equally profound caesura is formed by the paradigm 
shift from the philosophy of consciousness to the philosophy 
of language. Whereas linguistic signs had previously been 
taken as instruments and accessories of mental representation, 
the intermediate domain of symbolic meanings now takes on a 
dignity of its own. The relation of language to the world or of 
a proposition to a state of affairs takes the place of the relation 
between subject and object. World-constitutive accomplish- 
ments are transferred from transcendental subjectivity to 
grammatical structures. The reconstructive work of the linguist 
replaces a kind of introspection that cannot be readily checked 
on. That is, the rules according to which signs are linked, 
sentences are formed, and utterances are brought forth can be 
read off from linguistic formations as if from something lying 
before one. Analytic philosophy and structuralism are not 
alone in thus creating a new methodological foundation; 
bridges are also built to formal semantics from Husserl’s theory 
of meaning, and even critical theory is finally overtaken by the 
linguistic turn. 

(3) In the name of finitude, temporality, and historicity, an 
ontologically oriented phenomenology further robs reason of 
its classical attributes. Transcendental consciousness concre- 
tizes itself in the practices of the lifeworld and takes on flesh 
and blood in historical embodiments. An anthropologically ori- 
ented phenomenology locates further media of embodiment 
in action, language, and the body. Wittgenstein’s language- 
game grammars, Gadamer’s contexts of tradition in effective 
history, Levi-Strauss’ deep structures, and the Hegelian Marx- 
ists’ historical totality all mark so many attempts to re-embed 
an abstractly exalted reason in its contexts and to situate it in 
its proper domains of operation. 

(4) The reversal of the classical relationship of theory to 
practice is at bottom indebted to the honing of a Marxian idea. 
But additional evidence for the rootedness of our cognitive 
accomplishments in prescientific practice and in our inter- 
course with things and persons was provided by pragmatism 
from Peirce to Mead, by Piaget’s developmental psychology 
and Vygotski’s theory of language, by Scheler’s sociology of 
knowledge, and by Husserl’s analysis of the lifeworld. This fact 
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also explains the interrelationships that have been established 
in the name of a philosophy of praxis between phenomenology 
and Marxism (beginning with the early Marcuse and the later 
Sartre). 


Insights—Prejudices 


These themes—postmetaphysical thinking, the linguistic turn, 
situating reason, and overcoming logocentrism—are among 
the most important motive forces of philosophizing in the 
twentieth century, in spite of the boundaries between schools. 
To be sure, they have not only led to new insights but also to 
new prejudices. 

For instance, the methodological example of the sciences did 
further the development of philosophy into a special discipline 
without cognitive privilege. Yet it also provided fuel for a type 
of scientism that did not simply submit the presentation of 
philosophical thought to sharper analytic standards, but which 
set up astonishing ideals of science as well—whether disciplines 
such as physics or neurophysiology, or a methodological pro- 
cedure such as behaviorism. 

Further, the linguistic turn has placed philosophizing on a 
more secure methodological basis and has led it out of the 
aporias of theories of consciousness. But an ontological under- 
standing of language has also been built up in this way, one 
which makes the world-disclosing function of language inde- 
pendent of innerworldly learning processes and which mysti- 
fies the transformation of linguistic [world-] pictures as a poetic 
originary happening (Ursprungsgeschehen). 

The skeptical concepts of reason have certainly had a salu- 
tary and sobering effect upon philosophy and have at the same 
time confirmed philosophy as the guardian of rationality. On 
the other hand, a radical critique of reason has also been on 
the rise, one which does not simply protest against the inflation 
of the understanding (Verstand) into instrumental reason, but 
which equates reason as a whole with repression—and then 
fatalistically or ecstatically seeks refuge in something wholly 
Other. 
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Finally, enlightenment about the relationship of theory to 
practice preserves philosophical thinking from illusions of in- 
dependence and opens its eyes to a spectrum of validity claims 
extending beyond the assertoric. However, this has also led 
some to slide back into a type of productivism that reduces 
practice to labor and that covers up the links between the 
symbolically structured lifeworld, communicative action, and 
discourse. 

Today, in a situation that has become more and more ob- 
scure, new convergences are becoming apparent. Yet, dispu- 
tation continues by way of issues that do not age: the debate 
over the unity of reason in the diversity of its voices; the debate 
over the position of philosophical thinking in the concert of 
the sciences; the debate over the esoteric and the exoteric, 
special scientific discipline versus enlightenment; finally, the 
debate over the boundary between philosophy and literature. 
In addition, the wave of restoration that has rolled over the 
Western world for a good decade is also washing an issue up 
on shore that has accompanied modernity from the beginning: 
the imitation substantiality of a metaphysics renewed one more 
time. 
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Dieter Henrich has generously treated a review by me as the 
occasion for a metacritical debate, with the aim of bringing 
essential intentions of his philosophizing to the fore.’ His 
twelve theses addressing the question, “What is metaphysics— 
what is modernity?,” provide a forceful sketch of a counter- 
project, to which I cannot respond in an equivalent manner in 
this space.? My remarks might better be characterized as aiming 
at establishing a pre-understanding about the common enter- 
prise and motives of philosophizing. A festschrift should not 
simply promote detailed argumentative disputation;? it should 
also offer the opportunity to get clear about thematic motives 
in the thinking of an outstanding colleague—and, in the mirror 
of an extraordinary path of thought, observed with respect 
and admiration from a distance marked by friendship, it also 
offers the opportunity to arrive at a better understanding of 
one’s own thematic motives. 

Henrich has become, in recent years more markedly than 
earlier, the advocate of a metaphysics that might be capable of 
enduring after Kant. This metaphysics takes its starting point 
from Kant’s and Fichte’s theory of self-consciousness, in order 
then to take up the threefold chord of reconciliation provided 
by Hegel’s Phenomenology, Hélderlin’s hymns, and Beethoven’s 
symphonies. Henrich wants to place the enterprise of a post- 
Kantian metaphysics in the proper light, in order to counter 
the naturalistic background philosophy of contemporary 
Anglo-Saxon thinking—indeed, to vindicate its validity in the 
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face of analytic materialism. This alternative marks the way; 
it requires that we begin with the knowing and acting 
subject’s relation to, and understanding of, itself. Rather 
than being understood from the perspective of the world of 
contingent things and events, this subject must return to its 
world-constituting subjectivity as the definitive horizon of self- 
interpretation. 

Metaphysics, the rejection of naturalism, and the retreat into 
subjectivity thus form the headings for a philosophizing that 
has never denied what it is up to: 


The self which, with a view toward its own criteria of correctness, is 
concerned about its existence, might in the end find an internal 
ground for its own possibility, one which does not confront it in as 
alien and indifferent a manner as the aspect of nature, against which 
it has to turn the energy of its self-assertion.* 


This formulation still leaves open the conditions that would 
have to be satisfied by “an internal ground of its own possi- 
bility.” Does Henrich formulate these conditions so restrictively 
that, in the end, the only thing considered an appropriate 
candidate would be some kind of spirit or mind that is opposed 
to matter, or, perhaps, one that permeates nature from 
within—in any event, one conceived in the Platonic tradition? 
However that may be, for Henrich the modern position of 
consciousness is defined in terms of how a life that is conscious 
and originarily at home with itself can be maintained; it is not 
defined in terms of contingencies of naked self-preservation. 
To the extent, then, that this conscious life can only reach 
enlightenment about itself through metaphysical means, meta- 
physics retains an internal connection with modernity. This 
connection is Henrich’s concern in his “Theses.” 

The reclamation of this connection distinguishes Henrich’s 
undertaking a limine from the sort of return to metaphysics 
that is repelled by a modernity that, it seems, breeds disaster 
and only that—just as it is also distinguished from an “overcom- 
ing of metaphysics” feeding off similar motives. Henrich jus- 
tifiably defends himself against confusing these. In this respect 
I see an affinity in basic convictions. It is a question here of 
alternatives in thought that have far-reaching implications, in- 
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cluding implications for politics. Under the headings of self- 
consciousness, self-determination, and self-realization, a nor- 
mative content of modernity has developed that must not be 
identified with the blind subjectivity of self-preservation or the 
disposition over oneself. 

Whoever equates these two, whether with prefixes directed 
forward or backward, either aims at getting rid of the nor- 
mative content of modernity altogether or wants to trim it 
down to the cognitive-instrumental heritage of bourgeois ideo- 
logies (even if these are in need of supplementation). In the 
wake of Hegel, philosophers should no longer become indig- 
nant when they are also judged in light of the political impli- 
cations of their thought. Henrich does not belong to the grand 
alliance that is opposed to what, in better times, one dared to 
call “the ideas of 1789.” In this alliance, minds as diverse as 
Leo Strauss, Martin Heidegger, and Arnold Gehlen stand 
shoulder to shoulder. Even an apparently paradoxical path 
such as that from Carl Schmitt to Leo Strauss, which has be- 
come possible during my lifetime, is made coherent through 
this equation of modern reason and instrumental reason—an 
equation that says farewell [to modernity]. With convincing 
arguments, Henrich defends himself against this; of course, he 
would also have some reservations about the close look I give 
to the political implications of a philosophical thought that is 
supposedly pure. Thus, even in the face of the confederate 
spirit signalled by Henrich, the discussion has to focus on the 
project itself. I organize my questions according to three de- 
scriptive headings: metaphysics, antinaturalism, and the theory 
of subjectivity. 


I 


It has become customary to transfer to the history of philoso- 
phy the concept of a paradigm stemming from the history of 
science and to undertake a rough division of epochs in terms 
of “being,” “consciousness,” and “language.” It is possible, fol- 
lowing Schnadelbach and Tugendhat, to distinguish the cor- 
responding modes of thought as ontology, the philosophy of 
consciousness, and linguistic analysis.> Even with all the oppo- 
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sitions between Plato and Aristotle, metaphysical thinking in 
the wake of Parmenides takes its point of departure as a whole 
from the question of the being of beings and is to this extent 
ontological. ‘True knowledge relates to what is purely universal, 
immutable, and necessary. It does not matter whether this is 
conceived according to the mathematical model as intuition 
and anamnesis or according to the logical model as thought- 
fulness and discourse—the structures of beings themselves are 
what is layed hold of in knowledge. Important motives for the 
transition from ontological thinking to mentalism then resulted 
from skepticism about the priority of being over thought and 
from the specific nature of reflection upon questions of 
method. The relation of the knowing subject to itself provided 
access to an internal sphere of representations, a sphere which 
is peculiarly certain and belongs entirely to us, and which is 
antecedent to the world of represented objects. Metaphysics 
had emerged as the science of the universal, immutable, and 
necessary; the only equivalent left for this later on was a theory 
of consciousness that states the necessary subjective conditions 
for the objectivity of universal synthetic judgments a priort. 

If we stick with this way of using these words, then under 
modern conditions of the philosophy of reflection there can 
be no metaphysical thinking in the strict sense but at most the 
reworking of metaphysical problems that have been trans- 
formed by the philosophy of consciousness. In this way it is 
also possible to explain Kant’s ambiguous relationship to meta- 
physics as well as the change in meaning that this term under- 
goes at the hands of Kant’s critique of reason. In contrast one 
might insist, as Henrich does, upon retaining the expression 
“metaphysics” for every manner of working through meta- 
physical questions, or those directed to the totality of (hu)man 
and world. That, too, has something to be said for it. For the 
conceptions of Leibniz or Spinoza or Schelling, as well as Kant’s 
doctrine of two realms, stand within the tradition of the great 
systems that began with Plato and Aristotle. For Heidegger, 
even Nietzsche still counts as a metaphysical thinker because 
he is modern and stands under the principle of subjectivity. 
This terminological dispute does not lead any further into the 
matter itself. What is the real issue? 
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The reconstructive tasks of philosophy, or what Henrich calls 
the “clarification of the elementary modes of accomplishment 
by intelligence,” are not in dispute. What has to be considered 
therein is not limited to the models provided by a metaphysics 
of (the objectivating knowledge of) nature and by a metaphys- 
ics of morals; it is in general not limited to Kant’s architectonic 
of reason, with the separate faculties of objectivating knowl- 
edge, moral insight, and aesthetic judgment. All species com- 
petences of subjects capable of speech and action are accessible 
to a rational reconstruction if, namely, we recur to the practical 
knowledge to which we intuitively lay claim in tried-and-true 
productive accomplishments. In this respect philosophical 
work is continuous with scientific work. Besides posing ques- 
tions directed toward what is universal, philosophy has no 
advantage over the sciences, and it certainly does not possess 
the infallibility of a privileged access to truth. Although the 
spontaneous expansion of the number series cannot very well 
be “disputed,” “every theory of the series of natural numbers 
is in fact fallible’ (Henrich, Second Thesis). What applies to 
the foundations of algebra is all the more valid for ethics. 

Thus, except for details, the theoretical role of philosophy 
provides no occasion for more profound differences in opin- 
ion. It is rather the enlightening role of philosophy in the strict 
sense, directed toward the whole of life practices, which is 
controversial.® In another context, I have distinguished philos- 
ophy’s role as “interpreter” from its role as “stand-in.”” At issue 
here are those questions that Kant canonized as “unavoidable,” 
which arise to a certain extent spontaneously and aim at an- 
swers that provide orientation. Philosophy is supposed to make 
possible a life that is “conscious” and “controlled” (beherrschtes), 
in a nondisciplinary sense, through coming to a reflexive self- 
understanding. In this respect philosophy is still faced with the 
task of taking the answers of the tradition, i.e., the sacred 
knowledge of religions and the mundane knowledge of cos- 
mologies developed in the high cultures, and appropriating 
them within the narrowed and sharpened spotlight of what 
can still convince the daughters and sons of modernity with 
good reasons. Behind the verbal dispute over whether “meta- 
physics” is still possible after Kant, there is concealed a sub- 
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stantial disagreement about the existence and extent of those 
old truths that are capable of being critically appropriated, as 
well as a disagreement about the character of the change of 
meaning to which old truths are subjected when they are crit- 
ically appropriated. 

If we want to circumscribe this set of problems in terms of 
its genealogy, it is better to speak, for the sake of clarity, of 
metaphysical and religious questions. Thus, I do not believe 
that we, as Europeans, can seriously understand concepts like 
morality and ethical life, person and individuality, or freedom 
and emancipation, without appropriating the substance of the 
Judeo-Christian understanding of history in terms of salvation. 
And these concepts are, perhaps, nearer to our hearts than 
the conceptual resources of Platonic thought, centering on 
order and revolving around the cathartic intuition of ideas. 
Others begin from other traditions to find the way to the 
plenitude of meaning involved in concepts such as these, which 
structure our self-understanding. But without the transmission 
through socialization and the transformation through philos- 
ophy of any one of the great world religions, this semantic 
potential could one day become inaccessible. If the remnant of 
the intersubjectively shared self-understanding that makes 
human(e) intercourse with one another possible is not to dis- 
integrate, this potential must be mastered anew by every gen- 
eration. Each must be able to recognize him- or herself in all 
that wears a human face. To keep this sense of humanity alive 
and to clarify it—not, to be sure, through direct intervention, 
but through unceasing, indirect theoretical efforts—is certainly 
a task from which philosophers should not feel themselves 
wholly excused, even at risk of having the dubious role of a 
“purveyor of meaning” attributed to them. 

In Germany today, however, the latter label is applied less 
to those who stand in an unbroken relationship to metaphysics 
than to those who, with the early Horkheimer, persevere in 
the critique of metaphysics because they believe that the uni- 
versal concepts of idealism all too slickly and willingly conceal 
the concrete suffering that stems from degrading conditions 
of life. Skepticism, too, has its grounds.’ Because new forma- 
tions of the ancient alliance between metaphysics and obscuran- 
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tism are uncovered again and again by critiques of ideology 
and of reason, Horkheimer’s response is completely plausible. 
In order to safeguard the conceptual motifs of great philo- 
sophical thought, he wanted to transplant them into the per- 
spective-constituting basic concepts of an interdisciplinary 
social theory. Certainly the Marxist philosophy of history, in 
whose framework he intended to undertake this transforma- 
tion, has not stood up to criticism. But that does not devalue 
the grounds for a materialistic skepticism toward the ideolog- 
ical misuse of effusive ideas; nor does it devalue the correct 
intuition that philosophy has lost its autonomy in relation to 
the sciences, with which it must cooperate. Science in the sin- 
gular—or the exemplary science that is supposed to provide a 
standard for other empirical sciences, whether it be physics or 
neurophysiology—is a fiction popular among philosophers, but 
no more than that. Within a highly differentiated and broadly 
extended spectrum, philosophy and the particular scientific 
disciplines are linked by relationships of affinity that vary 
greatly in degree: some are more or less dependent upon 
philosophical thoughts, others more or less open to such spec- 
ulative boosts. Philosophy no longer directs its own pieces. This 
holds true even for the one role in which philosophy does step 
out of the system of sciences, in order to answer unavoidable 
questions by enlightening the lifeworld about itself as a whole. 
For, in the midst of certainties, the lifeworld is opaque. 

Let us leave aside the concept of the lifeworld, which I have 
analyzed in various places.? For my purpose it is sufficient that 
individual life histories and intersubjectively shared forms of 
life are joined together in the structures of the lifeworld and 
have a part in its totalization. The horizons of our life histories 
and forms of life, in which we always already find ourselves, 
form a porous whole of familiarities that are prereflexively 
present but retreat in the face of reflexive incursions. As mat- 
ter-of-course and as something about which we must be reas- 
sured, this totality of the lifeworld is near and far at the same 
time; it is also something alien from which insistent questions 
emerge—for example, “What is a human being?” Thus, the 
lifeworld is the almost naturelike wellspring for problematiza- 
tions of this familiar background to the world as a whole; and 
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it is from this source that basic philosophical questions draw 
the relation they have to the whole, their integrating and con- 
clusive character. As Kant shows, one can circle in on them 
only along self-referential, and thus antinomic, paths of 
thought.!° 

However, the possibilities for answering such questions are 
also affected by changes that take place within the lifeworld 
itself. Only up to the threshold of modernity are a culture’s 
accomplishments of reaching self-understanding joined to- 
gether in interpretive systems that preserve a structure ho- 
mologous to the lifeworld’s entire structure of horizons. Until 
that point, the unity, unavoidably supposed, of a lifeworld 
constructed concentrically around “me” and “us,” here and 
now, had been reflected in the totalizing unity of mythological 
narratives, religious doctrines, and metaphysical explanations. 
With modernity, however, a devaluing shift befell those forms 
of explanation that had allowed these very theories to retain a 
remnant of the unifying force possessed by myths of origin. 
The basic concepts of religion and metaphysics had relied upon 
a syndrome of validity that dissolved with the emergence of 
expert cultures in science, morality, and law on the one hand, 
and with the autonomization of art on the other. Already, 
Kant’s three Critiques were a reaction to the emerging indepen- 
dence of distinct complexes of rationality. Since the eighteenth 
century, the forms of argumentation specializing in objectivat- 
ing knowledge, moral-practical insight, and aesthetic judgment 
have diverged from one another. This has moreover occurred 
within institutions that could take upon themselves, without 
contradiction, the authority of defining the relevant criteria of 
validity. Today, philosophy could establish its own distinct cri- 
teria of validity—in the name of genealogy, of recollection 
(Andenken), of elucidating Existenz, of philosophical faith, of 
deconstruction, etc.—only at the price of falling short of a level 
of differentiation and justification that has already been 
reached, i.e., at the price of surrendering its own plausibility. 
What remains for philosophy, and what is within its capabilities, 
is to mediate interpretively between expert knowledge and an 
everyday practice in need of orientation. What remains for 
philosophy is an illuminating furtherance of lifeworld proc- 


18 
A Return to Metaphysics? 


esses of achieving self-understanding, processes that are re- 
lated to totality. For the lifeworld must be defended against 
extreme alienation at the hands of the objectivating, the mor- 
alizing, and the aestheticizing interventions of expert cultures. 

Today, the illumination of common sense by philosophy can 
only be carried out according to criteria of validity that are no 
longer at the disposition of philosophy itself. Philosophy must 
operate under conditions of rationality that it has not chosen. 
It is for this reason unable, even in the role of an interpreter, 
to reclaim some sort of access to essential insights that is priv- 
ileged in relation to science, morality, or art; it now disposes 
only over knowledge that is fallible. It must also do without 
the traditional doctrinal form that intervenes in and affects 
socialization; it must remain theoretical. Finally, it can no 
longer place the totalities of the different lifeworlds, which 
appear only in the plural, into a hierarchy of those which are 
of greater or lesser value; it is limited to grasping universal 
structures of lifeworlds in general. These are three respects in 
which there can no longer be, after Kant, a metaphysics in the 
sense of “conclusive” and “integrating” thought.!! 


II 


We encounter in Henrich the conviction, which is otherwise 
still found only in dialectical materialism, that philosophical 
thinking is ultimately determined by a dualism amounting to 
two “ultimate” theories: general theories either of mind or of 
matter. This division into idealistic and materialistic approaches 
is supposed to dominate modern thought as well. Now it is 
certainly not to be denied that, within the highly diversified 
discussion of mind and body, the old contest for the primacy 
of res cogitans or of res extensa does stir up passions. This is 
especially true in the Anglo-Saxon world, where the presup- 
positions of a Cartesian ontology retain their force unbroken, 
in spite of a pragmatism that extends back to Hegel.!? Under 
these premises, a knowing or acting subject is precisely that 
which stands over and against the world qua the totality of all 
objects or facts; yet, at the same time, it must also comprehend 
itself as a single object among all others (or as one complex of 
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facts among others). The conceptual constraints that result 
from setting the ontological switches in this way remain the 
same, whether this double position of the subject as “one con- 
fronting everything and one among many” is interpreted in 
empiricist terms and described either via a theory of mental 
representations or via an analysis of language, as it has been 
from Hume to Quine, or whether it is conceived from the 
perspective of transcendental philosophy as the fundamental 
condition (Grundverhdltnis) of subjectivity, as it is by Henrich. 
In the construction of the theory, either the innerworldly or 
the world-transcending position of the subject is accorded pri- 
macy. The subject either attempts to understand itself natu- 
ralistically, in terms of the knowledge it has of processes in the 
world. Or, from the beginning, it retreats from this self-objec- 
tification by idealistically characterizing the condition of being- 
in-and-outside-of-the-world-at-the-same-time, which is_pre- 
sented in reflection, as the fundamental phenomenon of con- 
scious life. In any case, the opponents in this dispute find 
themselves in agreement about the issue. Henrich aims to 
recover its significance. For, of course, the demise of the pre- 
mises of such an ontology would also spell the demise of this 
alternative, understood by Henrich as naturalism versus 
metaphysics. 

Henrich believes that those who slip by the Cartesian lan- 
guage-game that places mind and body in exclusive opposition 
are evading the pressing problem of naturalism. That does not 
seem entirely plausible to me. In the first place, one would 
have to examine whether those who step out of the Cartesian 
language-game do not have good reasons for according philo- 
sophical status to “third” categories, such as “language,” “ac- 
tion,” or the “body.” Attempts to think of transcendental 
consciousness as “embodied” in language, action, or the body, 
and to “situate” reason in society and history, are supported 
by a set of arguments that is not entirely insignificant. These 
arguments have been developed, from Humboldt through 
Frege to Wittgenstein and through Dilthey to Gadamer, from 
Peirce through Mead to Gehlen, and, finally, from Feuerbach 
through Plessner to Merleau-Ponty. These attempts need not 
get stuck in the cul-de-sac of a phenomenological anthropol- 
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ogy. They can also lead to a revision of deep-seated ontological 
prejudices by employing the pragmatics of language, for ex- 
ample, to overcome the logocentric bottleneck of a tradition 
that is ontologically fixated on the being of beings, epistemo- 
logically fixated on the conditions of objectivating knowledge, 
and semantically fixated on the truth-claim of assertoric sen- 
tences. Along the path to a pragmatics of language, it is possible 
to arrive at world-concepts that are more complex, and so to 
set aside the premises that have to be presupposed if the mind- 
body problematic is to be posed.'% 

In the second place, it should be borne in mind that, even 
then, the pressure of the problem of naturalism does not sim- 
ply vanish into thin air. It merely arises in another way for 
those theories that do indeed begin with questions posed tran- 
scendentally, yet do not get stuck cutting the intelligible off 
from the phenomenal once and for all. These theories must 
find an answer to the question of how Kant can be reconciled 
with Darwin. It seems to me that it has been clear since Marx 
that the normative content of modernity can be taken up and 
preserved even and especially under materialistic premises. 
“Nature in itself” does not coincide with objectivated nature. 
What Marx has in mind is the emergence in natural history of 
the sociocultural form of life of Homo sapiens, which goes be- 
yond physically objectified natura naturata to conceptually in- 
clude, as it were, a piece of natura naturans. A naturalism of 
this sort need not be accompanied by an objectivistic self- 
description of culture, society, and the individual. As subjects 
capable of speech and action, we have, prior to all science, an 
internal connection to the symbolically structured lifeworld, to 
the products and competencies of socialized individuals. I have 
never understood why in the sciences we should be limited to 
the external connection we have to nature, why we should sep- 
arate ourselves from our pretheoretical knowledge and make 
the lifeworld artificially unfamiliar—even if we could do so. 
Rat psychology might well be good for rats. On the whole, 
however, naturalism by no means requires the subject to give 
a naturalistically alienated description of itself. The subject who 
wants to recognize itself in its world need not insist upon using 
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the grammar of a language that is suitable for describing things 
and events, or equivalent theoretical languages. 

Linguistic behaviorism also seems to me to belong to these 
reductionistic forms of theory construction. The naturalism of 
this unquestionably impressive theory of language, developed 
from Morris to Quine, is not derived from the procedure of 
linguistic analysis but from the presuppositions of an empiricist 
ontology. ‘This route is by no means prescribed by the conversion 
of the philosophy of consciousness into linguistic analysis; this 
is shown not only by the rudiments of linguistic philosophy in 
Humboldt and by the semiotics of Peirce but also by those 
implications of the linguistic turn that are critical of psycholo- 
gism in semantics (Frege) and in logical empiricism’s theory of 
science. Frankly, analytic materialism never impressed me very 
much—precisely because it is a metaphysical position, whereby 
I mean one that sticks to what is universal when the real issue 
is carrying through an abstractly posed program with scientific 
means. Such abstract attempts to establish an objectivistic self- 
understanding of the human being with one blow, as it were, 
thrive upon the scientistic background assumption that the 
natural sciences (with modern physics as their core) do in gen- 
eral furnish the model and the ultimate authority for all knowl- 
edge that is still acceptable. Nevertheless, they do not attempt 
an actual reduction of familiar social-scientific and historical 
facts to physics, biochemistry, neurophysiology, or even just 
sociobiology; rather, their only concern is the possibility in 
principle, based on a reversal of the natural attitude to the 
world, of taking everything that is intuitively known, the life- 
world context as a whole, and using the perspective of the 
natural-scientific observer to make it unfamiliar and explain it 
objectivistically. 

I do not detect the pressure of the problem of naturalism in 
naturalistic thought-games but elsewhere altogether: namely, 
wherever naturalistic explanatory strategies within the social 
sciences are established with a prospect of success. Here I am 
thinking not so much of a hopelessly under-complex learning 
theory, nor even of game theory (which is on the rise but will 
also run up against its limits), since not everything can be 
reduced to strategic action. Rather, I have in mind a systems 
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theory of society, whose basic concepts allow an approach that 
is both more sensitive and more comprehensive. This theory starts 
from the basic phenomenon of the self-maintenance of self- 
referential systems in hypercomplex environments and uses a 
metabiological perspective—which outdoes every ontology—to 
make the lifeworld into something unfamiliar. 


III 


By borrowing from Maturana and others, Niklas Luhmann has 
extended his basic concepts so far and made them so flexible 
that they are capable of supporting a competitive philosophical 
paradigm. The idea of a world process that takes place by way 
of system-environment distinctions annuls the usual ontological 
premises of a world of rationally ordered beings, or of a world 
of representable objects relating to the subject of knowledge, 
or of a world of existing and linguistically representable states 
of affairs. A theory of systems that generate themselves self- 
referentially is easily able to take up and absorb the heritage 
of the philosophy of the subject, in particular.!* For this reason, 
a theory of conscious life that stands up for a nonobjectivistic 
self-description of the human-being-in-its-world should hardly 
still be seen as the paradigmatic counter-position to this natu- 
ralism, which both operates at the level of philosophy and is 
actually being worked out in detail. The conscious life of the 
subject in its dual position already resembles all too closely, I 
fear, the boundary-maintaining self-assertion of a system with 
its dual reference to itself and its environment. 

Here we are not discussing my reasons for believing that a 
linguistic paradigm developed in communications-theoretic 
terms would be capable of offering greater resistance to this 
type of naturalism. However, Henrich’s reservations do give 
me cause to indicate more precisely, at least in one respect, 
wherein the paradigm of consciousness and the paradigm of 
mutual understanding do distinguish themselves from each 
other. 

For almost a century, various arguments have come together 
that have motivated the transitions from classical inferential 
logic to modern propositional logic, from the theoretical inter- 
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pretation of knowledge in terms of objects to that in terms of 
states of affairs, from the intentionalistic to the linguistic ex- 
planation of accomplishments of understanding and commu- 
nication, and, in general, from the introspective analysis of 
facts of consciousness to the reconstructive analysis of publicly 
accessible grammatical facts. To this extent, an asymmetry ex- 
ists between the explanatory power of the philosophy of con- 
sciousness, which begins with the relation-to-self of a subject 
that mentally represents and deals with objects, on the one 
hand, and the capacity for solving problems possessed by a 
theory of language, which begins with the conditions for un- 
derstanding grammatical expressions, on the other hand. Cer- 
tainly, I share with Henrich the belief that the phenomenon of 
self-consciousness cannot be satisfactorily clarified through a 
semantic analysis of the employment of single linguistic ex- 
pressions (e.g., of the first-person singular personal pronoun). 
Conversely, Henrich also drops the premise that the form of 
logical and grammatical expressions could be explained by the 
theory of consciousness. Instead, he favors the thesis that re- 
lation-to-self and linguistic capability are equiprimordial. It is 
even intuitively plausible that “the functioning of linguistic 
communication includes a relation-to-self on the part of the 
speaker, as one of its constitutive conditions, which is just as 
primordial as the form of the sentence with subject and pred- 
icate” (Henrich, Tenth Thesis). This seems to suggest some- 
thing like an equality of status for the two paradigms that 
crystalize around the relation-to-self of the speaking subject 
and around the form of linguistic expressions. With the very 
first test of its soundness, however, such a compromise would 
certainly shatter. In constructing the theory of language, for 
example, we have to decide whether to concede priority to the 
incorporeal intention qua free-floating element of conscious- 
ness or to the meaning embodied in the medium of linguistic 
symbols. We will come to opposing solutions, depending upon 
whether the meaning that is shared intersubjectively in a lin- 
guistic community is brought to bear as the basic concept, or 
whether the intersubjective understanding of an expression of 
identical meaning is derived from the intentions, reflected in 
one another in unending iteration, of different speakers. 
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This makes a third solution all the more advantageous. As 
soon as the theory of language is no longer semantically ori- 
ented toward the understanding of sentences but is pragmati- 
cally oriented toward the utterances with which speakers come 
to.an understanding with each other about something, it will 
be able to take relation-to-self and sentence form into account 
on the same level. In order to reach an understanding about 
something, participants must not only understand the meaning 
of the sentences employed in their utterances, they must also 
be able to relate to each other in the role of speakers and 
hearers—in the presence of bystanders from their (or from a) 
linguistic community. The reciprocal interpersonal relations 
that are established through the speaker-hearer perspectives 
make possible a relation-to-self that by no means presupposes 
the lonely reflection of the knowing and acting subject upon 
itself as an antecedent consciousness. Rather, the self-relation 
arises Out of an interactive context.'® 

That is, a speaker can in a performative attitude address 
himself to a hearer only under the condition that he learns to 
see and understand himself—against the background of others 
who are potentially present—from the perspective of his op- 
posite number, just as the addressee for his part adopts the 
speaker’s perspective for himself. This relation-to-self, which 
results from the adoption of the other’s perspective in com- 
municative action, can be investigated through the system of 
the three personal pronouns, which are linked through trans- 
formation relations, and can be differentiated according to 
each mode of communication. 

This account escapes from the difficulty that has been con- 
nected from the start with the conceptualization of subjectivity 
and relation-to-self in the philosophy of consciousness. The 
subject that relates itself to itself cognitively comes across the 
self, which it grasps as an object, under this category as some- 
thing already derived, and not as it-itself in its originality, as 
the author of spontaneous self-relation. Kierkegaard adopted 
this problem from Fichte by way of Schelling and made it into 
the starting point for a meditation that propels whoever exis- 
tentially reflects upon himself into the “Sickness unto Death.” 
Let us remind ourselves of the steps with which section A of 
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that work begins. First: The ‘self is only accessible in self-con- 
sciousness. Since, then, it is impossible to go behind this self- 
relation in reflection, the self of subjectivity is only the relation 
that relates itself to itself. Second: Such a relation, which relates 
itself to itself as to the self in the sense just indicated, must 
either have posited itself or have been posited by something 
else. Kierkegaard regards the first alternative (the Fichtean 
Wissenschaftslehre) as untenable and therefore turns immedi- 
ately to the second. The self of the existing human is this sort 
of derived, posited relation and therewith one that, by relating 
itself to itself, relates itself to something other. This other that 
precedes the self of self-consciousness is, for Kierkegaard, the 
Christian God of Redemption, while for Henrich it is the pre- 
reflexively familiar anonym of conscious life, which is open to 
Buddhistic as well as Platonistic interpretations.!® Both inter- 
pretations refer to a religious dimension and thereby to a 
language that may be derived from the old metaphysics but 
also transcends the modern position of consciousness. 

I do not feel the slightest impulse to hinder Henrich in 
pursuing these far-ranging thoughts. Henrich speaks of “dis- 
couragement.” Even the rhetorical force of religious speech 
retains its right, as long as we have not found a convincing 
language for the experiences and innovations conserved in 
it. One will nonetheless be allowed to note that the original 
Fichtean problem is rendered pointless by a change of para- 
digm.!’ If, namely, the self is part of a relation-to-self that is 
performatively established when the speaker takes up the sec- 
ond-person perspective of a hearer toward the speaker,'® then 
this self is not introduced as an object, as it is in a relation of 
reflection, but as a subject that forms itself through participa- 
tion in linguistic interaction and expresses itself in the capacity 
for speech and action. Prelinguistic subjectivity does not need 
to precede the relations-to-self that are posited through the 
structure of linguistic intersubjectivity and that intersect with 
the reciprocal relations of Ego, Alter, and Neuter because 
everything that earns the name of subjectivity, even if it is a 
being-familiar-with-oneself, no matter how preliminary, is in- 
debted to the unrelentingly individuating force possessed by 
the linguistic medium of formative processes—which do not 
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let up as long as communicative action is engaged in at all. 
According to Mead, no individuation is possible without so- 
cialization, and no socialization is possible without individuali- 
zation.!? For this reason, moreover, a social theory that captures 
this insight in a linguistic pragmatics must also break with the 
sort of Rousseauism that Henrich attributes to me. 
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Themes in Postmetaphysical 
Thinking 


The situation of present-day philosophizing, too, has become 
obscure. What I have in mind is not disputation among the 
philosophical schools—that has always been the medium 
through which philosophy has advanced. Rather I have in 
mind the debate over a premise on which all parties after Hegel 
previously relied. Today, what has become unclear is the po- 
sition taken toward metaphysics. 

The attitude of positivism and its successors was for a long 
time unambiguous; it had unmasked the questions formulated 
by metaphysics as meaningless—they could be pushed aside as 
being without any objective basis. Of course, the unenlightened 
scientistic motive of elevating empirical scientific thinking itself 
to the position of an absolute betrayed itself in this antimeta- 
physical furor. Nietzsche’s endeavors were ambiguous from 
the beginning. Heidegger’s destruction of the history of 
metaphysics! and the critique of ideology Adorno directed 
against the veiled forms of the modern philosophy of origins 
(Ursprungsphilosophie)? had as their aim a negative metaphysics, 
encircling that which metaphysics had always intended and had 
always failed to achieve. Today the spark of a renewal of meta- 
physics is rising from the ashes of negativism—whether this be 
a version of metaphysics asserting itself in the wake of Kant or 
one that is blatantly scrambling back behind Kant’s transcen- 
dental dialectic.? 

These more serious movements of thought oscillate amidst 
a surreal corona of closed worldviews that are put together by 
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shabby speculation from bits of scientific theory. Ironically, 
New Age movements fill the need for the lost One and Whole 
by abstractly invoking the authority of a scientific system that 
is becoming ever more opaque. But in the sea of decentered 
world-understandings, closed worldviews can only stabilize 
themselves upon sheltered subcultural islands. 

Despite this New Obscurity, I suspect that our situation is 
not essentially different from that of the first generation of 
Hegel’s disciples. At that time the basic condition of philoso- 
phizing changed; since then there has been no alternative to 
postmetaphysical thinking.* I want to begin here by recalling 
some aspects of metaphysical thinking in order then to discuss 
four reasons for uneasiness with which this thinking was con- 
fronted—reasons that problematized and finally devalued 
metaphysics as a form of thought. In a rough simplification 
that neglects the Aristotelian line, I am using metaphysical to 
designate the thinking of a philosophical idealism that goes 
back to Plato and extends by way of Plotinus and Neo-Platon- 
ism, Augustine and Thomas Aquinas, Cusanus and Pico de 
Mirandola, Descartes, Spinoza, and Leibniz, up to Kant, Fichte, 
Schelling, and Hegel. Ancient materialism and skepticism, late- 
medieval nominalism, and modern empiricism are antimeta- 
physical countermovements, but they remain within the hori- 
zons of possible thought set by metaphysics itself. I venture to 
draw together under a single heading these diverse approaches 
to metaphysical thinking because, from the requisite distance, 
I am concerned with only three aspects. I want to take up the 
theme of unity within the philosophy of origins, the equation 
of being with thought, and the redemptive significance of the 
contemplative life; in short, identity thinking, the doctrine of 
Ideas, and the strong concept of theory. Of course, in the 
transition to the subjectivism of the modern period, these three 
moments underwent a peculiar refraction. 


I Aspects of Metaphysical Thinking 
Identity thinking 


Ancient philosophy inherits from myth its view of the whole, 
but it distinguishes itself from myth by the conceptual level at 
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which it relates everything to one. Origins are no longer recol- 
lected in narrative vividness as the primordial scene and begin- 
ning of the generational chain, as what is first im the world. 
Rather, these beginnings are removed from the dimensions of 
space and time and abstracted into something first which, as 
the infinite, stands over and against the world of the finite and 
forms its basis. Whether it is conceived as a world-transcendent 
creator-god, as the essential ground of nature or, lastly and 
most abstractly, as being—in each case a perspective emerges 
from which innerworldly things and events, which in their 
diversity are placed at a distance, can be made univocal as 
particular entities and at the same time be conceived as parts of 
a single whole. In myth the unity of the world had been pro- 
duced differently: as the continuous contact of the particular 
with the particular, as the correspondence of the like and the 
unlike, as the mirroring of image and reflection, as concrete 
linking, overlapping, and intertwining. The unitary thinking 
of idealism breaks with the concretism involved in this way of 
viewing the world. The one and the many, abstractly conceived 
as the relationship of identity and difference, is the fundamen- 
tal relation that metaphysical thinking comprehends both as 
logical and as ontological: the one is both axiom and essential 
ground, principle and origin. From it the many is derived—in 
the sense both of grounding and of originating. And, thanks 
to this origin, the many is reproduced as an ordered 
multiplicity.® 


Idealism 

The one and the whole result from a heroic effort of thought; 
the concept of being emerges with the transition from the 
grammatical form and conceptual level of narration to that of 
deductive explanation modeled after geometry. Thus, since 
Parmenides an internal relation has been established between 
abstractive thinking and its product, being. Plato concluded 
from this that the unifying order, which as essence underlies 
the multiplicity of phenomena, is itself of a conceptual nature. 
The genera and species in terms of which we order phenomena 
follow the ideal order of things themselves. Of course, the 
Platonic Idea is neither pure concept nor pure image but rather 
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the typical, the form-giving, which is extracted from percepti- 
ble multiplicity. The Ideas, which are built into what is material, 
bring with themselves the promise of universal unity because 
they taper toward the apex of the hierarchically ordered con- 
ceptual pyramid and internally refer to this apex: to the Idea 
of the good, which comprises in itself all others. From the 
conceptual nature of the ideal, being derives the further attri- 
butes of universality, necessity, and supratemporality. 

The history of metaphysics derives its inner dynamic both 
from the tension ingrained in the doctrine of Ideas between 
two forms of knowledge—the discursive, which is empirically 
based, and the anamnestic, which aims at intellectual intui- 
tion—and from the paradoxical opposition of Idea and ap- 
pearance, form and matter. That is to say, from its inception 
idealism deceived itself about the fact that the Ideas or formae 
rerum had themselves always contained and merely duplicated 
what they were supposed to exclude as matter and as nonbeing 
per se—namely the material content of those empirical individ- 
uals from which the Ideas had been read off through compar- 
ative abstraction.® 


Prima philosophia as philosophy of consciousness 

Nominalism and empiricism deserve credit for having exposed 
this contradiction within the starting point of metaphysics and 
for having drawn radical conclusions therefrom. Nominalist 
thinking demoted the formae rerum to signa rerum, which are 
merely associated with things by the knowing subject—to 
names that we tack on to things. Hume further dissolved the 
desubstantialized individuals left over from nominalism into 
the sense impressions out of which the perceiving subject ini- 
tially constructs its representation of objects. In a counter ma- 
neuver, idealist philosophy renewed both identity thinking and 
the doctrine of Ideas on the new foundation that was exposed 
by the shift in paradigms from ontology to mentalism: subjec- 
tivity. Self-consciousness, the relationship of the knowing sub- 
ject to itself, has since Descartes offered the key to the inner 
and absolutely certain sphere of the representations we have 
of objects. Thus, in German Idealism metaphysical thinking 
could take the form of theories of subjectivity. Either self- 
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consciousness is put into a foundational position as the spon- 
taneous source of transcendental accomplishments, or as spirit 
it is itself elevated to the position of the absolute. The ideal 
essences are transformed into the categorial determinations of 
a productive reason, so that in a peculiarly reflexive turn every- 
thing is now related to the one of a generative subjectivity. 
Whether reason is now approached in foundationalist terms as 
a subjectivity that makes possible the world as a whole, or 
whether it is conceived dialectically as a spirit that recovers itself 
in a procession through nature and history, in either case rea- 
son is active as a simultaneously totalizing and self-referential 
reflection. 

This takes up the legacy of metaphysics to the extent that it 
secures the precedence of identity over difference and that of 
ideas over matter. Even Hegel’s Logic, which is supposed to 
mediate symmetrically between the one and the many, the 
infinite and the finite, the universal and the temporal, the 
necessary and the contingent—even this Logic cannot but con- 
firm the idealistic predominance of the one, the universal, and 
the necessary, because the operations that are both totalizing 
and self-referential assert themselves in the concept of media- 
tion itself.’ 


The strong concept of theory 

Each of the great world religions stakes out a privileged and 
particularly demanding path to the attainment of individual 
salvation—e.g., the way to salvation of the wandering Buddhist 
monk or that of the Christian eremite. Philosophy recommends 
as its path to salvation the life dedicated to contemplation— 
the bios theoretikos. It stands at the pinnacle of ancient forms of 
life, above the vita activa of the statesman, the pedagogue, or 
the physician. Theory itself is affected by being embedded in 
an exemplary form of life. For the few, it offers a privileged 
access to truth, while for the many the path to theoretical 
knowledge remains closed. Theory demands a renunciation of 
the natural attitude toward the world and promises contact 
with the extra-ordinary. The sacred origins of theory linger on 
in the contemplative present-ation of the proportions of stellar 
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orbits and cosmic cycles in general—theoros denoted the rep- 
resentative sent by the Greek cities to the public festivals.® 

In the modern period the concept of theory loses this link 
to sacred occurrences, just as it loses its elite character, which 
is moderated into social privilege. What remains is the idealistic 
interpretation placed on distancing the everyday network of 
experience and interests. The methodic attitude ought to shield 
the scientist or scholar from local prejudices; but in the German 
university tradition up to Husserl, this attitude was inflated 
into the internally justified precedence of theory over practice. 
In the contempt for materialism and pragmatism there survives 
something of the absolutistic understanding of theory, which 
is not only elevated above experience and the specialized sci- 
entific disciplines but is also “pure” in the sense of having been 
purged cathartically of all traces of its earthly origin. Therein 
is completed the circuit of an identity thinking that self-refer- 
entially incorporates itself within the totality it grasps, and that 
wants in this way to satisfy the demand for justifying all prem- 
ises from within itself. The modern philosophy of conscious- 
ness sublimates the independence of the theoretical mode of 
life into a theory that is absolute and self-justifying.° 


I have characterized the metaphysical thinking that retained 
its force up until Hegel by the translation of identity thinking, 
the doctrine of ideas, and the strong concept of theory into 
the terms of the philosophy of consciousness. Since then, me- 
taphysical thought has been problematized by historical devel- 
opments that have come to it from outside and have in the 
final analysis been socially conditioned: 


* Totalizing thinking that aims at the one and the whole was 
rendered dubious by a new type of procedural rationality, which 
has asserted itself since the seventeenth century through the 
empirical methods of the natural sciences, and since the eigh- 
teenth century through formalism in moral and legal theory 
as well as in the institutions of the constitutional state. The 
philosophy of nature and theories of natural law were con- 
fronted with a new species of requirements for justification. 
These requirements shattered the cognitive privilege of philosophy. 
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¢ In the nineteenth century the humanities were infused with 
a historical consciousness that reflected the new experiences of 
time and contingency within an ever more complex modern 
society. The intrusion of historical consciousness rendered the 
dimension of finiteness more convincing in comparison to an 
unsituated reason that had been idealistically apotheosized. A 
detranscendentalization of inherited basic concepts was thereby 
set in motion. 


* Criticism of the reification and functionalization of forms of life 
and interaction, as well as of the objectivistic self-understanding 
of science and technology, spread during the nineteenth cen- 
tury. These themes have also promoted criticism of the foun- 
dations of a philosophy that forces everything into subject- 
object relations. The shift in paradigms from the philosophy of con- 
sciousness to the philosophy of language stands within this context. 


* Finally, the classical precedence of theory over practice could no 
longer hold up against the mutual dependencies that were 
emerging ever more clearly. The embedding of theoretical 
accomplishments in the practical contexts of their genesis and 
employment gave rise to an awareness of the relevance of 
everyday contexts of action and communication. These con- 
texts attain a philosophical status in, for example, the concept 
of a lifeworld background. 


In what follows I want to go into these different aspects of 
the shattering of metaphysical thinking and, in doing so, to 
show that the transition to postmetaphysical thinking confronts 
us with new problems. In each case I want to indicate how, in 
the view of a theory of communicative action, we can react to 
the field of problems that arises in the wake of metaphysics. 


II Procedural Rationality 


Philosophy remains faithful to its metaphysical beginnings as 
long as it can assume that theoretical reason will rediscover 
itself in the rationally structured world, or that nature and 
history are given a rational structure by reason itself—whether 
through some type of transcendental foundation or in the 
course of a dialectical permeation of the world. A totality that 
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is rational in itself, whether it be of the world or of a world- 
constituting subjectivity, guarantees participation in reason for 
its various parts or moments. Rationality is thought of as being 
material, as a rationality that organizes the contents of the 
world, from which it can itself be read off. Reason is of the 
whole and of its parts. 

In contrast, both modern empirical science and autonomous 
morality place their confidence solely in the rationality of their 
own approaches and their procedures—namely, in the method 
of scientific knowledge or in the abstract point of view under 
which moral insights are possible. Rationality (Rationalitdt) is 
reduced to something formal insofar as the rationality (Ver- 
niinftigkeit) of content evaporates into the validity of results. 
The latter depends upon the rationality of the procedures one 
uses in trying to solve problems—empirical and theoretical 
problems for the community of inquirers and for the organized 
scientific enterprise, and moral-practical problems for the com- 
munity of citizens of a democratic state and for the system of 
law. The order of things that is found in the world itself, or 
that has been projected by the subject, or has grown out of the 
self-formative process of spirit, no longer counts as rational; 
instead, what counts as rational is solving problems successfully 
through procedurally suitable dealings with reality. Procedural 
rationality can no longer guarantee an antecedent unity in the 
manifold of appearances. 

The perspective from which metaphysics distinguished es- 
sence from appearance vanishes together with the anticipation 
of the totality of beings. In science phenomena are traced back 
to more and more fundamental structures whose depth 
matches the range of explanatory theories; but these structures 
no longer stand within the referential network of a totality. 
They no longer throw light upon the individual’s position in 
the cosmos, upon one’s place within the architectonic of reason 
or within the system. Essences elude the knowledge of nature 
just as they elude the theory of natural law. With the meth- 
odological separation of the natural sciences and the humani- 
ties, the perspectival difference between outside and inside 
develops and replaces the difference between essence and 
appearance. 
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Only an objectifying approach to nature based on observa- 
tion is now seen as promising for the nomological empirical 
sciences, whereas the hermeneutical sciences only gain access 
to the historical-cultural world through the performative 
attitude of a participant in communication. A splitting-up of 
object realms corresponds to this privileging of the observer’s 
perspective in the natural sciences and of the participant’s 
perspective in the humanities. While nature resists an interpre- 
tive-reconstructive approach from within and only yields to 
nomological knowledge that is counterintuitive and guided by 
observation, the ensemble of social and cultural products is 
disclosed, as it were, from within through an interpretive pro- 
cedure that links up with the intuitive knowledge of the par- 
ticipants. The knowledge of essences that explicates networks 
of meaning finds no hold on an objectified nature; and the 
hermeneutical replacement for it is now available only for that 
sphere of nonbeing in which, according to the conception of 
metaphysics, the ideal essences should never even have been 
able to get a foothold. 

Finally, the methodically generated knowledge of the mod- 
ern sciences loses even its characteristic autarky. In concep- 
tually grasping the totality of nature and history, totalizing 
thought also operated self-referentially and was supposed to 
prove and justify itself as philosophical knowledge—whether 
through arguments providing ultimate justification or through 
the spiraling self-explication of the all-encompassing concept. 
In contrast, the premises with which scientific theories begin 
are treated as hypotheses and have to be justified through their 
consequences—whether through empirical confirmation or 
through their coherence with other statements that are already 
accepted. The fallibilism of scientific theories is incompatible 
with the type of knowledge prima philosophia believed itself 
capable of attaining. Every comprehensive, closed, and final 
system of statements must be formulated in a language that 
requires no commentary and allows of no interpretations, im- 
provements, or innovations that might place it at a distance; it 
must bring its own effective history to a standstill. Such finality 
is incompatible with the unprejudiced openness characterizing 
the cognitive progress of science. 
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For these reasons, the reorientation of knowledge from ma- 
terial to procedural rationality was an embarrassment for meta- 
physical thinking. From the middle of the nineteenth century, 
the authority of the empirical sciences forced philosophy to 
assimilate.!° Since that time, the idea of a return to metaphysics, 
which has been called for ever and again, has been stigmatized 
as something purely reactionary. Yet, attempts at assimilating 
philosophy to the natural or the human sciences, or to logic 
and mathematics, have only created new problems. 

Both the vulgar materialism of Moleschott and Biichner and 
post-Machian positivism aimed at constructing a worldview 
along natural-scientific lines. Dilthey and historicism dissolved 
philosophy into the history of philosophy and the typology of 
Weltanschauungen. And the Vienna Circle set philosophy upon 
the narrow path of methodology and the theory of science. 
Yet, with each of these reactions, philosophical thinking 
seemed to surrender what is specific to it—namely the emphatic 
knowledge of the whole—without really being able to compete 
seriously with the sciences that were proclaimed as models in 
each case. 

A division of labor that might guarantee to philosophy its 
own object realm with its own method presented itself as an 
alternative. As is well known, phenomenology and analytic 
philosophy have taken this route, each in its own way. But 
anthropology, psychology, and sociology have not particularly 
respected such special preserves; the human sciences have 
overstepped the demarcation lines of eidetic abstraction and 
of analysis; they have forced their way into the philosophical 
inner sanctum. 

The turn to the irrational remained as a final way out. In 
this guise philosophy was supposed to secure its possessions 
and its relation to totality at the price of renouncing contestable 
knowledge. Philosophy has appeared in this form as existential 
illumination and philosophical faith (Jaspers), as a mythology 
that complements science (Kolakowski), as the mystical think- 
ing of Being (Heidegger), as the therapeutic treatment of lan- 
guage (Wittgenstein), as deconstructive activity (Derrida), or as 
negative dialectics (Adorno). The antiscientism of these delim- 
itations permits them only to say what philosophy is not and 
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does not want to be; as a nonscience, however, philosophy must 
leave its own status undetermined. Positive determinations 
have become impossible because cognitive accomplishments 
can now prove themselves only through procedural rationality, 
ultimately through the procedure of argumentation. 

Today, these embarrassments demand that the relationship 
of philosophy to science be determined anew. Once it re- 
nounces its claim to be a first science or an encyclopedia, phi- 
losophy can maintain its status within the scientific system 
neither by assimilating itself to particular exemplary sciences 
nor by exclusively distancing itself from science in general. 
Philosophy has to implicate itself in the fallibilistic self-under- 
standing and procedural rationality of the empirical sciences; 
it may not lay claim to a privileged access to truth, or to a 
method, an object realm, or even just a style of intuition that 
is specifically its own. Only thus can philosophy contribute its 
best to a nonexclusive division of labor,!! namely, its persistent 
tenacity in posing questions universalistically, and its procedure 
of rationally reconstructing the intuitive pretheoretical knowl- 
edge of competently speaking, acting, and judging subjects— 
yet in such a way that Platonic anamnesis sheds its nondiscur- 
sive character. This dowry recommends philosophy as an in- 
dispensable partner in the collaboration of those who are 
concerned with a theory of rationality. 

Even if philosophy does find its niche in this way within the 
scientific system, it need not by any means completely surren- 
der the relationship to the whole that had distinguished meta- 
physics. There is no point in defending this relationship 
without some definable claim to knowledge. But the lifeworld 
is always already intuitively present to all of us as a totality that 
is unproblematized, nonobjectified, and pretheoretical—as the 
sphere of that which is daily taken for granted, the sphere of 
common sense. In an awkward way, philosophy has always been 
closely affiliated with the latter. Like it, philosophy moves 
within the vicinity of the lifeworld; its relation to the totality 
of this receding horizon of everyday knowledge is similar to 
that of common sense. And yet, through the subversive power 
of reflection and of illuminating, critical, and dissecting anal- 
ysis, philosophy is completely opposed to common sense. By 
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virtue of this intimate yet fractured relation to the lifeworld, 
philosophy is also well suited for a role on this side of the 
scientific system—for the role of an interpreter mediating be- 
tween the expert cultures of science, technology, law, and mo- 
rality on the one hand, and everyday communicative practices 
on the other hand, and indeed in a manner similar to that in 
which literary and art criticism mediate between art and life.” 
Of course, the lifeworld with which philosophy maintains a 
type of nonobjectifying contact is not to be confused with the 
totality of the universal one, of which metaphysics wished to 
provide an image or, more precisely, a worldview. Postmeta- 
physical thinking operates with a different concept of the 
world. 


III Situating Reason 


Initially, postmetaphysical thinking was thoroughly character- 
ized by its critique of Hegel’s brand of idealism. The first 
generation of Hegel’s disciples criticized in the work of their 
teacher the secret preponderance of what is universal, supra- 
temporal, and necessary over what is particular, variable, and 
accidental, and thus the idealistic casting given to the concept 
of reason. Feuerbach emphasized the priority of what is objec- 
tive: subjectivity is both embedded in an inner nature and 
confronted by an outer nature. Marx saw spirit rooted in ma- 
terial production and embodied in the ensemble of social re- 
lations. Finally, Kierkegaard counterposed the facticity of one’s 
own existence and the inwardness of the radical will to be 
oneself against a chimerical reason within history. All of these 
arguments seek to recover the finite character of mind from 
the self-referential, totalizing thinking of the dialectic—Marx 
spoke of the “process of decay” of absolute spirit. Of course, 
all the Young Hegelians ran the risk in turn of hypostatizing 
the prius of nature, society, and history into something in- 
itself, and of thereby slipping back unacknowledged to the level 
of precritical thinking.'!? The Young Hegelians were strong 
enough to convince [their audience]—in the name of objectiv- 
ity, finitude, and facticity—of the desideratum of a reason pro- 
duced in natural history, incarnated bodily, situated socially, 
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and contextualized historically. But they could not redeem this 
desideratum at the level marked out by Kant and Hegel. They 
thus opened the gates to Nietzsche’s more radical critique of 
reason which, through inversion, ends up totalizing itself. 

An appropriate concept of sttuated reason was established not 
along these lines but rather as the consequence of another 
critique, one directed against the foundationalist variety of 
thought within the philosophy of the subject. Through this 
discussion, which took Kant as its starting point, the basic con- 
cepts of transcendental philosophy were undermined, al- 
though perhaps not yet paradigmatically overcome. 

The extramundane position of transcendental subjectivity, 
to which the metaphysical attributes of universality, supratem- 
porality, and necessity were transferred, initially collided with 
the premises of the new cultural sciences. In their object 
realms, these sciences encounter formations that are already 
prestructured symbolically and that possess, as it were, the 
dignity of products resulting from transcendental accomplish- 
ments. Nevertheless, they are supposed to be subjected to a 
purely empirical analysis. Foucault describes how the human 
sciences plumb the empirical conditions under which diversi- 
fied and individualized transcendental subjects bring forth 
their worlds, symbolic systems, forms of life, and institutions. 
In so doing, these sciences helplessly entangle themselves in a 
dual transcendental-empirical perspective lacking in clarity.!* 
Dilthey sees this circumstance as an invitation to a critique of 
historical reason. He wants to reconstruct the basic concepts of 
transcendental philosophy in such a way that those synthetic 
accomplishments that have no origin and are removed from 
all contingency and natural necessity can henceforth find their 
place within the world, without having to surrender their in- 
ternal connection to the process of world constitution. 

Historicism and Lebensphilosophie have attributed an episte- 
mological significance to the transmission of tradition, to aes- 
thetic experience, and to the bodily, social, and _ historical 
existence of the individual; this significance had to explode the 
classical concept of the transcendental subject. Transcendental 
synthesis was replaced by the ostensibly concrete yet structure- 
less productivity of “life.” On the other hand, Husserl did not 
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hesitate to equate the transcendental ego, to which he held fast, 
with the existing consciousness of each individual phenomen- 
ologist. Both these lines of argumentation come together in 
Heidegger’s Being and Time. Under the rubric of “Dasein,” gen- 
erative subjectivity is finally brought down from the realm of 
the intelligible; if not really placed on this side of history, still 
it is set within the dimensions of historicity and individuality. 
The definitive figure of thought is that of the “thrown projec- 
tion” relating to care about an existence that is in each case 
mine. 

This historicization and individuation of the transcendental 
subject makes it necessary to restructure the architectonic of 
basic concepts. The subject loses its familiar dual position as 
one over and against everything and as one among many. As 
transcendental consciousness, Kant’s subject had indeed stood 
over and against the world qua the totality of objects of expe- 
rience; but as empirical consciousness in the world, it also 
appeared as one entity among many. In contrast, Heidegger 
wants to conceive of world-projecting subjectivity itself as 
Being-in-the-world, as an individual Dasezn that finds itself al- 
ready within the facticity of historical surroundings, yet at the 
same time must not surrender its transcendental spontaneity. 
Regardless of its world-constituting originality, transcendental 
consciousness is supposed to be subjected to the conditions of 
historical facticity and innerworldly existence. Admittedly, 
these conditions themselves must not be conceived as some- 
thing ontic, as something coming forth in the world. Rather, 
they restrict from within, as it were, the generative accomplish- 
ments of the subject that is in the world; they limit the world- 
projecting spontaneity at its source. The transcendental dis- 
tinction between constituens and constitutum is replaced by 
another distinction: the ontological difference between the 
world-project, which opens the horizon of possible encounters 
in the world, and what is in fact encountered therein. 

Now, however, the question arises whether the disclosure of 
the world, the letting-be of beings, can still be conceived as an 
activity at all and attributed to a subject that accomplishes it. In 
Being and Time Heidegger still favored this version. Despite its 
existential rootedness in the world, the individual Dasein retains 
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the authorship of the sovereign world-project, the world-form- 
ing potency without the affiliated extramundane position. But 
with this decision Heidegger assumes a consequent problem, 
one on which Husserl labored in vain in the fifth Cartesian 
Meditation and for which Sartre, too, could find no solution 
in the third part of Being and Nothingness. Namely, as soon as 
consciousness in general breaks up into the pluralism of indi- 
vidual world-constituting monads, there arises the problem of 
how from each of their perspectives an intersubjective world 
can be constituted in which one subjectivity would be able to 
encounter another not just as an objectifying counterpower but 
in the other’s originary world-projecting spontaneity. This 
problem of intersubjectivity is rendered unsolvable once one 
accepts the premise of a Dasein that can authentically project 
itself in response to its possibilities only in solitude.!® 

In his later philosophy Heidegger developed an alternative. 
Here he no longer encumbers the individual Dasein with the 
process of world-disclosure; he no longer conceives of world- 
constitution as an accomplishment at all but instead as the 
overpowering, anonymous happening of a temporalized ori- 
ginary power. The transformation of the ontological takes 
place in the medium of language as a happening beyond ontic 
history. With that, the problem of intersubjectivity is rendered 
irrelevant. Now, however, Being itself has become sovereign; 
it rules in an unforeseeable way over the grammatical trans- 
formation of linguistic worldviews. Language’s power to create 
meaning is promoted by the later Heidegger to the rank of the 
absolute. But from this there results another problem: the 
prejudicing force of linguistic world-disclosure devalues all in- 
nerworldly learning processes. The ontological preunderstand- 
ing that dominates in any given period forms a fixed framework 
for the practices of the socialized individuals who are in the 
world. The encounter with what is innerworldly moves fatalist- 
ically along the paths of antecedently regulated contexts of 
meaning, such that these contexts themselves cannot be af- 
fected by successful problem solutions, by accumulated knowl- 
edge, by the transformed state of productive forces, or by 
moral insights. It thus becomes impossible to account for the 
dialectical interplay between the shifting horizons of meaning, 
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on the one hand, and the dimension in which these horizons 
must in fact prove their viability, on the other. 

All these attempts to detranscendentalize reason continue to 
get entangled in the prior conceptual decisions of transcen- 
dental philosophy, decisions in which they remain trapped. 
The false alternatives only fall by the wayside with the transi- 
tion to a new paradigm, that of mutual understanding (Ver- 
sténdigung). Subjects capable of speaking and acting who, 
against the background of a common lifeworld, come to an 
understanding with each other about something in the world, 
relate to the medium of their language both autonomously and 
dependently: they can make use of grammatical rule-systems, 
which make their practices possible in the first place, for their 
own purposes as well. Both moments are equiprimordial.!® On 
the one hand, these subjects always find themselves already in 
a linguistically structured and disclosed world; they live off of 
grammatically projected interconnections of meaning. To this 
extent, language sets itself off from the speaking subjects as 
something antecedent and objective, as the structure that 
forges conditions of possibility. On the other hand, the lingu- 
istically disclosed and structured lifeworld finds its footing only 
in the practices of reaching understanding within a linguistic 
community. In this way, the linguistic formation of consensus, 
by means of which interactions link up in space and time, 
remains dependent upon the autonomous “yes” and “no” po- 
sitions that communication participants take toward criticizable 
validity claims. 

Natural languages do more than open the horizons of the 
specific worlds in which socialized subjects find themselves. 
They also force these subjects to their own independent accom- 
plishments—namely, to an innerworldly practice oriented to- 
ward validity claims, a practice in which projected world- 
disclosing meanings are subjected to an ongoing test in which 
they can prove their worth. A circular process comes into play 
between the lifeworld as the resource from which communi- 
cative action draws, and the lifeworld as the product of this 
action; in this process, no gap is left by the disappearance of 
the transcendental subject. Of course, it was the linguistic turn 
in philosophy that first prepared the conceptual means needed 
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for an analysis of the type of reason embodied in communi- 
cative action. 


IV The Linguistic Turn 


In the last two sections I have shown how post-Hegelian 
thought broke away from the metaphysical concept of reason 
as it appeared in the philosophy of consciousness. Having 
treated identity thinking and idealism, I still want to discuss 
the relationship of theory to practice; but first I would like to 
go into the critique of the philosophy of consciousness that 
paved the way for postmetaphysical thinking. Specifically, the 
transition from the philosophy of consciousness to the philos- 
ophy of language results in advantages not only from the stand- 
point of method but from the standpoint of content as well. 
This transition breaks out of the circle of a hopeless to-and- 
fro between metaphysical and antimetaphysical thinking, i.e., 
between idealism and materialism. Moreover, it makes it pos- 
sible to attack a problem that cannot be solved using the basic 
concepts of metaphysics: the problem of individuality. But sev- 
eral very different themes come together in the critique of the 
philosophy of consciousness. I want at least to name the four 
most important of these. 

(1) Whoever chooses the self-relation of the knowing sub- 
ject as the starting point of his analysis has, since Fichte, had 
to deal with the following objection: self-consciousness could 
by no means be an original phenomenon, because whenever 
the knowing subject turns back upon itself in order to lay hold 
of itself as an object, the spontaneity of conscious life withdraws 
from the very objective form under which it would have to be 
subsumed.!” Since Nietzsche, the fundamental conceptual ne- 
cessity of objectification and self-objectification has also served 
as the target of a critique, extending to modern conditions of 
life in general, of thought that controls or instrumental reason. 

(2) Since Frege, logic and semantics have inflicted a beating 
on the object-theoretical conception that results from the con- 
ceptual strategy of the philosophy of consciousness. The acts 
of the judging, acting, and experiencing subject were always 
supposed to be directed toward objects (in Husserl’s words, 
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intentional objects). Yet, this concept of the represented (vorge- 
stellten) object does not do justice to the propositional structure 
of the states of affairs that are meant (gemeint) and stated.!8 

(3) Further, naturalism has cast doubt on whether it is at 
all possible to approach consciousness as a foundation, as some- 
thing unconditioned and original: Kant had to be brought into 
accord with Darwin. Later, the theories of Freud, Piaget, and 
Saussure offered third categories that avoided the basic con- 
ceptual dualism of the philosophy of consciousness. The cate- 
gories of the expressive body, of behavior, of action, and of 
language introduce relations that the socialized organism of a 
subject capable of speaking and acting already has to the world, 
before this subject takes up an objectivating relation to some- 
thing in the world.!® 

(4) Of course, it was the linguistic turn that first provided 
reservations such as these with a firm methodological founda- 
tion. Traditionally, language was conceived in terms of the 
model of assigning names to objects and was viewed as an 
instrument of communication that remained external to the 
content of thought. The new foundation, already marked out 
by Humboldt, depended upon turning away from this tradi- 
tional conceptualization. The new, transcendentally character- 
ized conception of language attained paradigmatic relevance 
primarily through the methodological advantage it had over 
the philosophy of the subject, which has to invoke introspective 
access to facts of consciousness. The description of entities that 
appear within the space of mental representations or in the 
stream of lived experiences remains tainted with the stigma of 
what is merely subjective. This is equally true whether one 
looks for support from inner experience, intellectual intuition, 
or immediate evidence. The intersubjective validity of obser- 
vations can be ascertained through experimental practice and 
thus through a regulated transformation of perceptions into 
data. A similar objectivation seems to work when the analysis 
of mental representations and thoughts is undertaken using 
the grammatical formations with whose help they are ex- 
pressed. Grammatical expressions are something publicly ac- 
cessible; one can read structures off from them without having 
to refer to what is merely subjective. The exemplary models of 
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mathematics and logic also helped to direct philosophy to the 
public object realm of grammatical expressions. The turning 
point is marked by Frege and Peirce.?° 

Admittedly, at first the linguistic turn was made within the 
limits of semanticism, that is, at the price of abstractions that 
kept the problem-solving potential of the new paradigm from 
being fully exploited. Semantic analysis remains in essence an 
analysis of sentence forms, above all the forms of assertoric 
sentences. It disregards the speech situation, the employment 
of language and its context, and the claims, dialogue roles, and 
positions of the speaker. In a word, it disregards the pragmatics 
of language, which formal semantics wanted to entrust to a 
different, namely an empirical, investigation. In the same way, 
the theory of science isolated the logic of inquiry from ques- 
tions about the dynamics of inquiry; the latter were supposed 
to be left to psychologists, historians, and sociologists. 

This semanticistic abstraction cuts language down to a format 
that makes its distinctive self-referential character unrecogniz- 
able.?! Just one example of this: in the case of nonlinguistic 
actions, the intention of the actor cannot be extracted from his 
manifest behavior; at most it can be indirectly inferred. In the 
case of a speech act, however, the very act itself gives the hearer 
an understanding of the intention of the speaker. Linguistic 
utterances identify themselves because they are structured self- 
referentially and comment upon the sense in which the content 
expressed by them is employed. 

The discovery, following Wittgenstein and Austin, of this 
performative-propositional double structure was the first step 
on the way to bringing pragmatic elements into a formal anal- 
ysis.22 Only with this transition to a formal pragmatics does 
linguistic analysis win back those dimensions and problematics 
of the philosophy of the subject that had been given up for 
lost. The next step is the analysis of the universal presupposi- 
tions that must be fulfilled if participants in communication 
are to be able to come to an understanding with each other 
about something in the world. A peculiarity exhibited by these 
pragmatic presuppositions of consensus formation is that they 
contain strong idealizations. For example, the supposition that 
all participants in dialogue use the same linguistic expressions 
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with identical meanings is unavoidable but often counterfac- 
tual. The validity claims that a speaker raises for the content 
of his assertoric, normative, or expressive sentences are also 
bound to similar idealizations: what the speaker, here and now 
in a given context, asserts as valid transcends, according to the 
sense of his claim, all context-dependent, merely local standards 
of validity. These and similar idealizing yet unavoidable pre- 
suppositions for actual communicative practices possess a nor- 
mative content that carries the tension between the intelligible 
and the empirical into the sphere of appearances itself. Coun- 
terfactual presuppositions become social facts. This critical 
thorn sticks in the flesh of any social reality that has to repro- 
duce itself via action oriented toward reaching understanding. 

The linguistic turn was made not only by propositional se- 
mantics but by semiotics as well, for example in Saussure. But 
structuralism also gets caught in the snare of abstractive falla- 
cies. By elevating anonymous forms of language to a transcen- 
dental status, it downgrades the subjects and their speech to 
something merely accidental. How the subjects speak and what 
they do is supposed to be explained by the underlying system 
of rules. The individuality and creativity of subjects capable of 
speaking and acting, indeed absolutely everything that had 
been attributed to subjectivity as a possession, now become 
residual phenomena that are either neglected or devalued as 
narcissistic symptoms (Lacan). Whoever would nonetheless like 
to continue to pay them their due under structuralist premises 
must transfer everything that is individual and innovative into 
a prelinguistic sphere that is accessible only through intuition.’ 

The pragmatic turn leads the way out of this structuralist 
abstraction as well. Transcendental accomplishments have not 
by any means withdrawn into the system of grammatical rules 
as such. Rather, linguistic synthesis results from constructive 
accomplishments of mutual understanding, accomplishments 
that are achieved in the form of a refracted intersubjectivity. 
Certainly, grammatical rules guarantee an identity of meaning 
for linguistic expressions. But at the same time, they must leave 
room for individual nuances and innovative unpredictability 
in the use of these expressions, whose identity of meaning is 
only presumed. The shadow of difference that is cast on every 
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linguistically attained agreement is explained by the fact that 
the intentions of speakers also diverge again and again from 
the standard meanings of the expressions they use: “All un- 
derstanding is for this reason always simultaneously non- 
understanding, and all accord in thoughts and feelings is si- 
multaneously a parting of the ways.” (Wilhelm von Humboldt) 
The intersubjectivity of linguistically achieved understanding 
is by nature porous, and linguistically attained consensus does 
not eradicate from the accord the differences in speaker per- 
spectives but rather presupposes them as ineliminable. For 
these reasons, action that is oriented toward reaching under- 
standing is also suitable as a medium for those formative pro- 
cesses that at once make possible both socialization and 
individuation. The grammatical role of the personal pronouns 
forces the speaker and the hearer to adopt a performative 
attitude in which the one confronts the other as alter ego: only 
with a consciousness of their absolute difference and irreplace- 
ability can the one recognize himself in the other. Thus, al- 
though the nonidentical is vulnerable, has been repeatedly 
distorted through objectification, and has therefore always 
slipped through the net of basic metaphysical concepts, it re- 
mains accessible in a trivial way in everyday communicative 
practice.** But the scope of this profane rescue of the non- 
identical will only be recognizable when we give up the classical 
precedence of theory over practice and, in so doing, also over- 
come the logocentric constriction of reason. 


V Deflating the Extra-Ordinary 


To the extent that philosophy has withdrawn into the system 
of the sciences and has established itself as one academic dis- 
cipline among others, it has had to renounce its privileged 
access to truth and the redemptive significance of theory. To- 
day, philosophy is still a matter for the few only in the harmless 
sense of being special knowledge left to experts. Unlike the 
other scientific disciplines, to be sure, philosophy also still main- 
tains a certain relation to pretheoretical knowledge and to the 
nonobjective totality of the lifeworld. From there, philosophical 
thinking can then turn back towards science as a whole and 
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undertake a self-reflection of the sciences that goes beyond the 
limits of methodology and the theory of science and that—in 
a reversal of the ultimate grounding of all knowledge in 
metaphysics—exposes the meaning-foundation of scientific 
theory-formation in prescientific practice. Such internal con- 
nections between genesis and validity have been uncovered by 
pragmatism from Peirce to Quine, by philosophical hermeneu- 
tics from Dilthey to Gadamer, and also by Scheler’s sociology 
of knowledge, Husserl’s analysis of the lifeworld, the anthro- 
pology of knowledge from Merleau-Ponty to Apel, and postem- 
piricist theory of science since Kuhn. Even esoteric cognitive 
accomplishments have roots in the practices of prescientific 
dealings with things and persons. With this, the classical pre- 
cedence of theory over practice is undermined. 

For philosophy itself, however, this type of insight has be- 
come a source of uneasiness; indeed, the modern form of 
skepticism is nourished primarily by this source. Once expert 
cultures are no longer in need of justification and have taken 
upon themselves the authority to define the relevant criteria 
of validity, philosophy no longer disposes over its own, distinct 
criteria of validity, criteria that might have remained unaf- 
fected by insights into the fundamental primacy of practice 
over theory. Thus, conclusions keep forcing themselves on us 
that contradict the universalistic claims made for situated rea- 
son. Today, many areas are dominated by a contextualism that 
confines all truth claims to the scope of local language games 
and conventionally accepted rules of discourse and assimilates 
all standards of rationality to habits or to conventions that are 
only valid in situ. 

I cannot go into this discussion here and will have to rest 
content with one counterthesis. The insight into the funda- 
mental primacy of practice over theory, which has relevance 
for validity as well, leads to a radical skepticism about reason 
only if the gaze of philosophy is restricted to questions of truth 
that can be dealt with by science. Ironically, philosophy has 
itself fostered this kind of cognitivistic reduction and has 
pinned reason down to only one of its dimensions, at first 
ontologically, later epistemologically, and then even in linguistic 
analysis—to the logos that inheres in the totality of beings, to 
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the capacity to represent and act upon objects, or to the fact- 
stating discourse that specializes in only one dimension of 
speech, the truth of assertoric sentences. The occidental defer- 
ence towards logos reduces reason to something that language 
performs in only one of its functions, in representing states of 
affairs. Ultimately, methodically pursuing questions of truth is 
the only thing that still counts as rational. Questions of justice 
and questions of taste, as well as questions regarding the truth- 
ful presentation of self, are all.excluded from the sphere of 
the rational. Whatever surrounds and borders on the scientific 
culture that specializes in questions of truth, every context in 
which this culture is embedded and rooted, then appears to 
be irrational as such. Contextualism is only the flipside of 
logocentrism. 

But philosophy liberates itself from logocentrism when it is 
not completely absorbed by the self-reflection of the sciences, 
when its gaze is not fixated on the scientific system, when it 
reverses this perspective and looks back upon the thicket of 
the lifeworld. It then discovers a reason that is already oper- 
ating in everyday communicative practice.?® True, claims to 
propositional truth, normative rightness, and subjective truth- 
fulness intersect here within a concrete, linguistically disclosed 
world horizon; yet, as criticizable claims they also transcend 
the various contexts in which they are formulated and gain 
acceptance. In the validity spectrum of the everyday practice 
of reaching understanding, there comes to light a communi- 
cative rationality opening onto several dimensions; at the same 
time, this communicative rationality provides a standard for 
evaluating systematically distorted forms of communication 
and of life that result when the potential for reason that became 
available with the transition to modernity is selectively utilized. 

In its role as interpreter, in which it mediates between expert 
knowledge and everyday practices in need of orientation, phi- 
losophy can make use of that knowledge and contribute to 
making us conscious of the deformations of the lifeworld. But 
it can do so only as a critical agency, for it is no longer in 
possession of an affirmative theory of the good life. After meta- 
physics, the nonobjective whole of a concrete lifeworld, which 
is now present only as horizon and background, evades the 
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grasp of theoretical objectification. Marx’s saying about the 
realization of philosophy can also be understood in this way: 
what has, following the disintegration of metaphysical and re- 
ligious worldviews, been divided up on the level of cultural 
systems under various aspects of validity, can now be put to- 
gether—and also put right—only in the experiential context of 
lifeworld practices.?” 

In the wake of metaphysics, philosophy surrenders its ex- 
traordinary status. Explosive experiences of the extraordinary 
have migrated into an art that has become autonomous. Of 
course, even after this deflation, ordinary life, now fully pro- 
fane, by no means becomes immune to the shattering and 
subversive intrusion of extraordinary events. Viewed from 
without, religion, which has largely been deprived of its world- 
view functions, is still indispensable in ordinary life for nor- 
malizing intercourse with the extraordinary. For this reason, 
even postmetaphysical thinking continues to coexist with reli- 
gious practice—and not merely in the sense of the contempor- 
aneity of the noncontemporaneous. This ongoing coexistence 
even throws light on a curious dependence of a philosophy 
that has forfeited its contact with the extraordinary. Philoso- 
phy, even in its postmetaphysical form, will be able neither to 
replace nor to repress religion as long as religious language is 
the bearer of a semantic content that is inspiring and even 
indispensable, for this content eludes (for the time being?) the 
explanatory force of philosophical language and continues to 
resist translation into reasoning discourses. 
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The Turn to Pragmatics 


4 


Toward a Critique of the 
Theory of Meaning 


I Three Approaches to a Theory of Meaning 


A theory of meaning should answer the question: what is it to 
understand the sense of a—well-formed—symbolic expression? 
In 1934, Karl Biihler proposed a functional scheme for lan- 
guage that classified linguistic expressions according to their 
relations to the speaker, to the world, and to the hearer.! 


Objects and 


tates of affairs 


Representation 


Sender ge = Receiver 


Figure 1 
Buhler’s functional scheme for language 


This scheme for the employment of signs shows its useful- 
ness when one removes it from the formative context of a 
specific psychology of language, expands upon the semiotic 
starting point, and gives a charitable interpretation to the three 
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functions named. There then emerges from the diagram the 
general thesis that language represents a medium—Biuhler 
spoke of the organon-model of language—that simultaneously 
serves three different, though internally related, functions. Ex- 
pressions that are employed communicatively serve to express 
the intentions (or experiences) of a speaker, to represent states 
of affairs (or something the speaker encounters in the world), 
and to establish relations with an addressee. The three aspects 
of a speaker coming to an understanding with another person 
about something are reflected therein. Three rays of meaning 
intersect and are focused in linguistic expressions. What the 
speaker wants to say with the expression is connected with 
what is literally said in it, as well as with the action that what 
is said should be understood as. There arises a threefold re- 
lationship between the meaning of a linguistic expression and 
what is intended or meant (Gemeinten) by it, what is sazd in it, and 
the way it is used in the speech act. Normally, the linguistic 
meaning is not exhausted by any one of these three relations.? 

However, intentionalistic semantics (from Grice to Bennett 
and Schiffer)? treats as fundamental only what. the speaker 
means (meint) in a given situation by an expression he employs; 
formal semantics (from Frege via the early Wittgenstein to 
Dummett)? begins with the conditions under which a proposi- 
tion is true; and the use-theory of meaning (inaugurated by 
the later Wittgenstein)® recurs to the habitualized contexts of 
interaction in which linguistic expressions serve practical func- 
tions. Once linguistic behaviorism (from Bloomfield via Morris 
to Skinner)® had failed to explain three fundamental 
phenomena’—namel}, the identity of linguistic meanings, the 
situation-independence of the meaning of referential expres- 
sions that are employed relative to specific contexts,’ and the 
acquisition of the competence to generate arbitrarily many 
linguistic expressions—the discussion has essentially been dom- 
inated by these three theories, for each of them has been able 
to appeal to a fundamental intuition. Buhler brings these in- 
tuitions together in his threefold functional scheme. 

(1) Intentionalism shares with Buhler a conception in which 
language has the character of a tool. The speaker uses the signs 
and concatenations of signs produced by him as a vehicle for 
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informing another player about his beliefs or intentions. In 
this conception, the premises of the modern philosophy of 
consciousness are still presupposed as unproblematic. The rep- 
resenting subject stands over and against a world of things and 
events; at the same time, he asserts his sovereignty in the world 
as a purposively acting subject. From the same perspective, he 
encounters other subjects who assert themselves in turn. As 
subjects capable of acting, they influence each other in the 
same manner in which they always intervene in innerworldly 
processes: causally. That their interactions are mediated by 
language appears to be something secondary in comparison to 
the representing and purposive activity of the individual sub- 
jects. Representations are connected with the substrate of lin- 
guistic signs in a conventional manner, such that one’s own 
subjectivity is able to emerge from its inwardness and take on 
external form. In turn, as instruments for influencing an alien 
subjectivity, these signs have a place within the network of 
teleological action. 

Once language has thus been assimilated to the physical 
means of purposive interventions, the explication of the mean- 
ing of linguistic expressions can be treated as a special task 
within a general theory of action. A speaker S intends to call 
forth an effect r in a hearer H by uttering ‘x’ in a particular 
context, whereby ‘x’ does not yet have a conventionally regu- 
lated meaning content, but has its meaning recognizably con- 
ferred by S for H in the given situation. According to the 
proposal of H. P. Grice, the effect intended by the speaker 
resides in the hearer’s being induced by the utterance of ‘x’ 
to recognize the communicative intention (Intention) of the 
speaker, and in his accepting it (at least in part) as a reason 
either for thinking that S means something specific, or for 
regarding the fact that S means something specific as occasion- 
ing his (the hearer’s) own intent (Absicht) to do something spe- 
cific.? The effect 7, which is produced by ‘x’ and triggered in 
H by S, is a particular belief or the intent to carry out a 
particular action. Two functions of signs that Buhler had sep- 
arated, namely the presentation of self and the appeal to an 
addressee, thus fuse here into one and the same accomplish- 
ment: to bring a hearer to infer the communicative intention 


60 
The Turn to Pragmatics 


of the speaker and to motivate him in this way to form the 
corresponding belief or intent. 

The gist of this strategy of explication is that what is meant 
is not primarily determined by what is said. The meaning 
content of an utterance of ‘x’ by S is supposed to be explicated 
solely by means of the intention with which S utters ‘x’ in a 
given context. This strategy is guided by the intuition that the 
employment of language is only a particular manifestation of 
the general sovereignty of purposively acting subjects—a sov- 
ereignty which, relative to the medium of language, reveals 
itself in the fact that we can for example assign objects any 
names we choose as well as arbitrarily bestow meanings on 
signs. Under the same premises drawn from the philosophy 
of consciousness, Husserl spoke in this context of meaning- 
conferring acts. If language obtains its meaning exclusively 
from the intentions of the purposive user of language, then it 
loses the autonomy of having its own internal structure. 

(2) Formal semantics follows a different intuition. It attends 
to the grammatical form of linguistic expressions and ascribes 
to language a status that is basically independent of the inten- 
tions and ideas of speaking subjects. In relation to the rule- 
system of language itself, the practice of employing language 
and the psychology of understanding it occupy a status that is 
merely secondary. Initially, the object of the theory of meaning 
is constituted by the linguistic expressions themselves and not 
by the pragmatic relations between speakers and hearers that 
can be read off from the process of communication. Correct 
usage and correct understanding do not result from the inten- 
tions of the speaker or from the conventions agreed upon by 
users of language but from the formal properties of the ex- 
pressions and their generative rules. The theory of meaning is 
thus detached from action-theoretical contexts and reserved 
for linguistic analysis in the narrower sense. A dimension is 
thereby revealed that Bihler left out of consideration in his 
semiotically foreshortened model: the logical-semantic con- 
struction of grammatical language. From Bihler’s point ‘of 
view, however, formal semantics pays for this advantage by 
limiting its analysis to the representational function of 
language. 
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That explains both the methodological abstraction of the 
propositional meaning from the meaning of the utterance and 
the choice of the assertoric sentence as the smallest unit of 
semantic analysis. That is, the emphasis on the function of 
representation also places the relationship between language 
and the world, or between an assertoric sentence and a state 
of affairs, at the center of the analysis. Only with sentences is 
the speaker able to say something specific or, in Frege’s words, 
express a “thought.” Only in relation to a sentence and its 
thought is a hearer able to take a position with “yes” or “no.” 
When the croupier says “red” after the ball has come to a stop, 
the word takes on a specific sense if the roulette player relies 
on the context to expand it implicitly to the sentence: “Red has 
won.” 

The approach of propositional semantics revolutionizes the 
older and long dominant referential semantics, according to 
which language is related to reality as a name is related to its 
object. The relation of the signified (the meaning) to the sig- 
nifier (the sign) was thought to be explicable in terms of the 
relation of the symbol (the meaningful sign) to the designatum 
(the object referred to). This basic semiotic notion was suitable 
for the object-centered theory of knowledge in the philosophy 
of consciousness.'° In fact, names or designations, indeed all 
referential terms that we use to identify objects, do as it were 
establish contact between language and reality. If, however, 
this part is taken for the whole, a false picture arises. In order 
to represent an elementary state of affairs with a simple pre- 
dicative sentence, a singular term must be completed with a 
universal predicate expression. The predicate should “apply” 
to the object for which the subject expression “stands.” But 
then the relationship of the complete sentence to the state of 
affairs that is expressed in it must not be conceived according 
to the referential model of “standing for an object.” And if 
assertoric sentences are representative of language as a whole, 
then the relationship of language to the world must be expli- 
cated in terms of a model different from that of the relation 
to an object: facts are what make assertoric sentences true. 

This, then, is the key to answering the fundamental question 
of the theory of meaning. If the meaning of an assertoric 
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sentence is the state of affairs that it describes, and if this 
sentence is true precisely when the expressed state of affairs 
exists or is the case, then we understand the sentence if we 
know the conditions under which it is true. The truth condi- 
tions of an assertoric sentence serve as the explanans for its 
meaning: “To understand a proposition means to know what 
is the case if it is true.”!! 

This crucial insight by Frege into the internal connection 
between meaning and validity is based’ upon an intuition that 
car be provisionally elucidated from a pragmatic angle, which 
Frege himself did not adopt. Participants in communication 
reach understanding by employing sentences about something 
in the world; if, however, the validity of the sentences uttered 
by the speaker could not be judged by the hearer, they would 
be completely inadequate as the smallest units of communica- 
tion. Mutual understanding about the contestable existence of 
states of affairs can be reached by participants only on the basis 
of an evaluation of the truth of sentences. 

(3) Yet a different intuition underlies the use-theory of 
meaning, which Wittgenstein developed from his critique of 
the truth-semantic conception once shared by him. Wittgen- 
stein uncovered the action character of linguistic expressions. !? 
From this perspective, the representational function of lan- 
guage loses its privileged position among a multiplicity of uses. 
The medium of language does not facilitate first and foremost 
the description or affirmation of facts; it equally serves for 
giving commands, solving riddles, telling jokes, thanking, curs- 
ing, greeting, and praying.!? Later on, Austin uses these per- 
formative verbs to analyze the dual accomplishment of speech 
acts, with which a speaker simultaneously does something in 
saying something.!* 

Wittgenstein’s formula—that the meaning of a word is its 
use in the language—is admittedly in need of interpretation. 
The famous example of the builders in the second paragraph 
in the Philosophical Investigations suggests an intentionalistic 
reading. The assistant learns to bring “pillars,” “slabs,” and 
“beams” to the master on call; as soon as the participants in- 
tuitively master the cooperative context, they can assign words 
to objects through implicit definitions. The habitualized prac- 
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tice is thereby defined by the purpose of building a house as 
well as by the relationship of authority between the master and 
the apprentice. For the speaker who gives the directives, the 
words that are called out and the cooperative performances 
that are steered by them function as tools for the realization 
of his intentions. The words appear to derive their meaning 
from the purposes and the activities of the speaking subjects. 
Formulations such as, “To understand a language means to 
be master of a technique,” come close to the conception of 
intentionalistic semantics.!®° There is, however, a decisive dif- 
ference. Wittgenstein conceives of the practice of the the language 
game, which 1 determines ‘the use of the linguisti ic expressions, 
not as the ‘result of | individual teleological actions on the part 


of of isolated, _pu rposively acting subjects but as but as the “common 


behaviour. of m 216 With “language game” he names the 
whole, comprising the linguistic expressions and the nonlin- 
guistic activities that are interwoven with each other. The net- 
work of activities and speech acts is constituted by an 
antecedent accord about an intersubjectively shared form of 
life, or by a preunderstanding of a common practice regulated 
by institutions and customs. Learning to master a language or 
learning how expressions in a language should be understood 
requires socialization into a form of life. The latter antecedently 
regulates the use of words and sentences within a network of 
possible purposes and possible actions. 

Unlike the intentionalistic approach, the use-theoretical ap- 
proach does not emphasize the tool character of language but 
the interconnection of language with an interactive practice in 
which a form_of life is simultaneously reflected and _repro- 
duced. With this, the world-relation of linguistic expressions 
retreats once again, this time behind the relationships between 
speaker and hearer. These relationships are not interpreted 
intentionalistically from the perspective of a single speaker but 
as reflections of antecedently established and intersubjectively 
shared practices. The grammar of language games discloses 
the Hfeworld dimension of Mrersubjectively shared background 
knowledge that supports the pluralized functions of language. 

The example of the builders is better suited to concealing 
the real point of the use-theory of meaning: in a competently 
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mastered language game, the speech acts support the interactive 
practice in a completely different way than they support activ- 
ities that are first coordinated through them. Communicative 
acts derive their primacy from a property that has been 
brought to our attention by Austin through his investigation 
of the illocutionary character of speech acts. An observer can 
only understand a nonlinguistic action when he knows the 
intention that is supposed to be satisfied through it. Speech 
acts, on the other hand, identify themselves.!” Because in carry- 
ing out an illocutionary act a speaker simultaneously says what 
he zs doing, a hearer who understands the meaning of what is 
said can, without further ado, identify the performed act as 
some specific action. Thus, the use-theoretical approach is 
based on an intuition that has been recognized in its full import 
only after Wittgenstein. The acts carried out in a natural lan- 
guage are always self-referential. They say both how what is 
said is to be employed and how it is to be understood. This 
reflexive structure of everyday language is tangible in the 
grammatical form of the individual speech act. The illocution- 
ary portion establishes the sense in which the propositional 
content is being employed and the sort of action which the 
utterance should be understood as. 


II The Limits of Semantics and of Speech-Act Theory 


Each of the three competing theories of meaning takes up 
exactly one aspect of the process of achieving mutual under- 
standing of an utterance. They seek to explicate the meaning 
of a linguistic expression either from the perspective of what 
is meant (as intended meaning), or from the perspective of 
what is said (as literal meaning), or from the perspective of use 
(as utterance meaning). By introducing each of these theories 
as stylizations of one of the aspects attended to s¢multaneously 
in Buhler’s functional scheme, I have implicitly suggested their 
one-sidedness. I now want to go through the theories once 
more in order (1) to discuss the limits of what they are capable 
of accomplishing, and then (2) to test the problem-solving po- 
tential of a fourth approach, namely that of the theory of 
speech acts. 
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(1) The intentionalistic program sets for itself the task of 
tracing the conventional meaning of a random grammatical 
expression ‘x’ (x-meaning timeless) back to the nonconventional 
meaning of the speaker’s intention, which is connected with 
the utterance of ‘x’ in a particular context (S-meaning occa- 
sional). Grice selects his premises in such a way that commu- 
nication can be explained with the concepts relevant to a 
purposive-rational influence of S upon H. The model is set up 
so that strategic action can serve as a functional equivalent for 
coming to an understanding in language. Given this prelimi- 
nary decision, however, the phenomena that actually come into 
view are categorially different from those that are putatively 
being reconstructed. That is, even in the most complex cases, 
what is reconstructed is only the meaning of an utterance ‘x’ 
by S which, under the presupposition that a common language 
is not available, is capable of inducing H to believe something 
specific or to intend to do something specific, i.e., to understand 
something indirectly by way of inferences. But giving someone to 
understand something indirectly is a limit case that, for its part, 
refers back to the normal case of coming to an understanding 
directly in a common language by way of utterances that iden- 
tify themselves. 

This parasitic status reveals itself through a type of counter- 
example introduced by Strawson and dealt with by S. R. Schif- 
fer, in which S can only achieve the desired effect as long as 
the intention that H is supposed to take for the intention of $ 
is not identical with the strategic background intention that $ 
is actually pursuing.'!® Through this asymmetry an infinite re- 
gress is, however, set in motion, one which could only be pre- 
vented if the participants were allowed to recur to shared 
knowledge, indeed in the final instance to the natural meaning 
of symptoms established through a causal chain (e.g., that 
smoke means fire). Yet, this recourse functions only under the 
condition that both sides, speaker and hearer, already conceive 
the shared natural meaning of such a symptom on analogy 
with language, i.e., in the manner of the intersubjectively 
known, nonnatural meaning of a conventionally regulated sign. 
Schiffer makes an illegitimate leap from the natural evidence 
of a symptom like smoke (accessible from the perspective of 
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an observer) to the comprehension (possible only in the per- 
formative attitude) of a communicatively employed sign to- 
gether with the corresponding propositional content (that 
smoke means fire) that is recognizably employed for informa- 
tive purposes.!? He thereby slips in just what is supposed to be 
explained, namely the reflexivity of a self-identifying utterance 
and the intersubjective knowledge that is made possible by the 
comprehension of that utterance. Interactions among purpo- 
sively acting subjects (which are mediated solely through ob- 
servations, the strategic deployment of signs, and inferences) 
can certainly lead to the reciprocally reflected attribution of 
propositional attitudes and contents, but they cannot lead to 
something like intersubjective knowledge in the strict sense. 

In contrast, truth semantics pays heed to the linguistic me- 
dium’s own rationality and internal structure, which the inten- 
tionalistic approach leaves out of consideration. The clear 
articulation of thoughts and intentions is made possible only 
through grammatical language, which forms a reality of its 
own kind and with its own dignity; states of affairs can only be 
mirrored by sentences. Yet this also bestows a privileged posi- 
tion upon the truth-validity of assertoric sentences. The diverse 
functions served by language are analyzed only in terms of the 
form of the sentences employed, and ultimately only in terms 
of the form of assertoric sentences that serve representational 
functions. That is, even the meanings of nonassertoric sen- 
tences are elucidated through recourse to the conditions that 
make assertoric sentences true. Frege himself had already an- 
alyzed assertoric sentences into two components: the assertoric 
force or the mode of assertion must supervene upon the prop- 
ositional content ‘that p,’ in order to result in the statement ‘f,’ 
whereby ‘that p’ signifies a state of affairs and ‘p’ signifies a 
fact, i.e., an existing state of affairs. Only the mode-component 
distinguishes imperative and interrogative sentences from 
statements that have the same content. 

In order to explicate such distinctions between modes in 
truth-semantic terms, Stenius and Kenny make use of an idea 
from Austin, who had assumed two opposing directions of fit 
between sentences and states of affairs.2° They begin with state- 
ments and imperatives as the two basic modes, whereby true 
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statements represent existing states of affairs and imperatives 
require that states of affairs be brought into existence. The 
conditions that make statements true correspond to the con- 
ditions under which imperatives are successfully carried out. 
In both cases, these are the conditions for states of affairs, 
either for the existence of known states of affairs or for the 
establishment of desired states of affairs. However, this strategy 
of analysis founders on the asymmetry between truth condi- 
tions and success conditions, which are supposed to “satisfy” 
statements and imperatives, respectively. Specifically, the force 
of imperatives cannot be adequately differentiated from the 
force of assertions through the opposed directions in which a 
speaker takes up, with imperatives or assertions respectively, a 
relation to (the same) state of affairs from different perspec- 
tives. A hearer is able to understand a sentence as an imperative 
only when he knows the conditions under which the speaker 
may expect that he could impose his will upon a hearer, even 
a reluctant one. The sense of the imperative demand for com- 
pliance cannot be explained in terms of the semantically ana- 
lyzable knowledge of success conditions; it can only be 
explicated pragmatically, specifically with reference to the au- 
thority standing behind it.?! 

Of course, a purely semantic approach to the analysis runs 
up against limits even in the case of assertoric sentences them- 
selves. In its classical form, truth semantics is supposed to be 
able to ignore altogether the circumstances under which a 
hearer 7s in a position to recognize when the truth conditions of 
a sentence are satisfied. But, at most, the knowledge of truth 
conditions is unproblematic in the case of simple predicative 
observation sentences, whose truth can be checked in survey- 
able contexts by means of readily accessible perceptual evi- 
dence. There are in any case no correspondingly simple tests 
for predictions, counterfactual conditionals, statements of laws, 
etc. Assertoric sentences of these kinds quantify over dimen- 
sions that are infinite or are inaccessible to observation. Michael 
Dummett points out, correctly, that simple verification rules 
for these and similar sentences are not at our disposal. It is 
therefore not enough to make the Fregean thesis more precise, 
to the effect that one understands an assertoric sentence when 
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one knows what its verification rules are. Supported by the 
pragmatic distinction between the truth of a sentence and its 
‘assertability,’ or the entitlement to put forward an assertion 
with that sentence, Dummett replaces the knowledge of truth 
conditions (or the knowledge of verification rules in a game of 
identification tailored to observation situations22) with indirect 
knowledge: the hearer must know the kind of reasons which, 
in a given case, the speaker could give to redeem his claim that 
particular truth conditions are satisfied. Briefly stated: one 
understands an assertoric sentence when one knows what kind 
of reasons a speaker would have to cite in order to convince a 
hearer that the speaker is entitled to raise a truth claim for the 
sentence.?° 

Just as Dummett implicitly makes reference to the game of 
argumentation, in which the speaker qua proponent is able to 
convince a hearer gua opponent of the entitlement for his truth 
claim, so Wittgenstein already comes upon the presupposition 
of a similar distribution of roles in his analysis of the concept 
of following a rule.24 Following a rule means following the same 
rule in each case; the meaning of a rule is interwoven with the 
employment of the word ‘same.’ A cannot be certain whether 
he is following a rule at all unless a situation exists in which he 
exposes his conduct to the judgment of a critic B who can 
ascertain deviations from the rule. The identical meaning and 
the validity of a rule are conceptually connected. That is, the 
identity of a rule in the multiplicity of its realizations does not 
rest upon observable invariances, but upon the validity of a 
criterion according to which rule-conforming conduct can be 
judged. Rule-guided conduct is fallible and therefore requires 
two simultaneous, exchangeable roles: one for A, who follows 
a rule and thereby seeks to avoid mistakes, and one for B, who 
can critically judge the correctness of the rule-guided conduct 
of A. The point of this consideration is that a linguistic ex- 
pression can only have an identical meaning for a subject who 
is capable, together with at least one additional subject, of 
following a rule that is valid for both of them. A monadically 
isolated subject can no more employ an expression with iden- 
tical meaning than a rule can be followed privately. 
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In this way, Wittgenstein introduces the internal relation of 
meaning and validity independent of the world-relation of 
language; he therefore does not connect the rules for the 
meaning of words with the truth-validity of sentences. Instead, 
he compares the validity of meaning conventions with the social 
acceptability of practices and institutions and assimilates the 
grammatical rules of language games to social norms of action. 
To be sure, he thereby surrenders every relation to validity 
that transcends the context of a given language game. Utter- 
ances are valid or invalid only according to the standards of 
the language game to which they belong. It is thus hardly 
noticed that the relation to truth of fact-stating discourse is 
also lost. For Wittgenstein, the representational function is just 
one among many other functions of language that have devel- 
oped, as it were, in the natural history of diverse and inter- 
locking language games possessing equal status as a matter of 
principle. 

(2) Linking up with the later Wittgenstein, Austin has ex- 
amined various illocutionary acts to investigate more closely 
how language is joined with interactive practice in a form of 
life. But in addition, and unlike Wittgenstein, Austin does not 
want to ignore the relationship brought out by truth semantics 
between language and the objective world, between a sentence 
and a state of affairs. Austin takes the first steps enroute to a 
theory of speech acts that combines the insights of truth se- 
mantics with those of language-game pragmatics. At first this 
leads him to a dualistic conception that globally opposes illo- 
cutionary acts to the representation of facts. In so-called con- 
stative utterances, assertoric sentences are employed to 
represent states of affairs. Austin also speaks of locutionary 
acts here: the speaker uses locutionary acts in order to say 
something (say how things stand). On the other hand, illocu- 
tionary acts as such are not supposed to have any propositional 
content, not even a meaning. In such an act, the speaker does 
not say anything that could be true or false but instead per- 
forms a social action. “Hello!” does not mean anything; rather, 
it ts a greeting, which the speaker can perform with this ex- 
pression. Such an act can admittedly be unhappy, or infelici- 
tous, if for example it is carried out with the wrong words, in 
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an inappropriate context, or without the correct emphasis, etc. 
Instead of having a meaning, an illocutionary act expresses a 
particular force (Kraft)—a force (Gewalt) of a kind with the 
binding character of a promise. While locutionary acts make 
possible a cognitive use of language that is, as it were, turned 
toward the world, speakers and hearers are able to establish 
relations among each other with illocutionary acts; the latter 
serve the interactive function of language. Initially Austin 
made the following provisional classification: 


Locutionary Act—Assertoric Sentence—Meaning—True/False. 


Illocutionary Act—Performative Sentence—Force—Felicitous/ 
Infelicitous. 


This dualism could not be maintained.?® Austin saw from 
the beginning, of course, that most illocutionary acts do not 
appear independently but incorporate clauses with proposi- 
tional content. In general, the speaker carries out an illocu- 
tionary act by saying something. The illocutionary component 
only establishes the mode of a sentence that is employed as a 
promise, a recommendation, a confession, etc. The notation 
‘Mp’ indicates that we execute two acts in one, and these can 
only be separated analytically. But it is then no longer clear 
why the contrast of ‘force’ and ‘meaning,’ familiar from truth 
semantics, ought to be retained in a theory of speech acts. 
Performative sentences obviously have just as clear a meaning 
as assertoric sentences. And constative speech acts exhibit the 
same illocutionary-propositional double structure as all other 
speech acts. Fully independently of their truth value, asser- 
tions, descriptions, and narratives can be infelicitous in a way 
similar to other illocutionary acts: one can make such a mess 
of a story that it “is no longer a tale,” or discuss a delicate 
matter so bluntly that those present “will not tolerate any fur- 
ther discussion of it.” 

If, however, all speech acts can be analyzed in the form ‘Mf,’ 
then locutionary acts lose the special status that was initially 
claimed for them. They are, so to say, absorbed into the prop- 
ositional content of any and every speech act, although their 
monopoly on the claim to truth is inherited by a particular 
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class of speech acts, the constativa. But this gives rise to an 
interesting question: Are constative speech acts the only ones 
that can be valid or invalid (true or false), or do other speech 
acts also reveal dimensions equivalent to truth? If they did not, 
then we would have to work out a concept of language that 
attributes no essential meaning to the fact that what is said in 
language always transcends the boundaries of language itself 
and relates to something in the world. In light of this, both 
Austin and John Searle pursue the other alternative, although 
their respective positions differ in significant ways. 

Austin moves in this direction when he reconceptualizes the 
two dimensions of judgment, which he had initially correlated 
with locutionary and illocutionary acts, respectively (truth vs. 
success), as aspects that are merely analytically separable. Every 
speech act can be judged according to whether it is “right” as 
well as whether it is “in order.”26 To be sure, Austin does not 
fill the dimension of “rightness,” to which the truth-validity of 
constative speech acts is now generalized, with a definite num- 
ber of well-defined validity claims; rather, the “loosening up of 
the idea of truth” is supposed to unlock a whole spectrum of 
validity types, ranging from propositional truth via the good 
and appropriateness to normative rightness. Out of a wealth 
of evaluative viewpoints, the analyzer of language is supposed 
to be able to locate the relevant criterion of judgment in each 
case and register it descriptively. In contrast, Searle wants to 
avoid the difficulties that result from this subsumption of truth- 
validity and ought-validity under a diversity of “values.” In the 
dimension of the validity of speech acts, he admits only the 
one clear-cut universal validity claim that had already been 
privileged by truth semantics. In this respect, Searle takes a 
step backward from Austin and the later Wittgenstein to Frege. 

We are nonetheless indebted to Searle for the version of 
speech-act theory that has been most precisely explicated up 
to now.?’ He takes Austin’s conditions of felicity and renders 
them more precise as “preparatory conditions”; these refer to 
standardized contexts that must obtain if various kinds of 
speech acts are to be performed meaningfully and with a pros- 
pect of success. He then adds comprehensibility and sincerity 
conditions; these refer to the availability of a common linguistic 
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medium and the suitability of the speech situation, on the one 
hand, and to the corresponding intention of the speaker, on 
the other. He names further conditions for the semantic form, 
which the clauses with propositional content must obey, and 
finally stands before the task of specifying the “essential con- 
ditions,” according to which different illocutionary forces or 
modes of employing language can be demarcated. The five 
basic modes distinguished by Searle (constative, directive, com- 
missive, expressive, and declarative speech acts) are open to 
more precise surface differentiations on the basis of pragmatic 
criteria (such as the direction of interest from speaker to 
hearer, the degree of intensity in making the illocutionary 
point, or the institutional bindingness of the speech act, etc.). 

However, the differentiation of the basic modes themselves, 
particularly in a validity dimension tailored only to proposi- 
tional truth (which admits of variation solely according to the 
direction of fit between language and the world), is the problem 
on which Searle labors in vain. In both directions (from “word 
to world” and from “world to word”), the relation of language 
to the objective world offers a basis that is too narrow for 
distinguishing the five proposed classes of speech acts. Indeed, 
for Wittgenstein, the fact that the rich variety of illocutionary 
forces could not be ordered from the viewpoint of truth se- 
mantics had already been a sufficient reason for giving up all 
attempts at classification in favor of describing an unordered 
collection of language-game grammars. Only constative speech 
acts can be characterized—partially—by the direction in which 
sentences and facts can be brought into agreement.?® The as- 
sertoric force means that S presents to H a truth claim for ‘p’ 
and thereby gives the guarantee that the truth conditions of ‘pf’ 
are satisfied—or simply: that the statement fits the facts. 

Even the illocutionary force of authorized imperatives is in- 
capable of being explicated solely through recourse to the ful- 
fillment of success conditions, that is, by H effecting that ‘p’ 
becomes true. H understands an imperative sentence as a com- 
mand, an instruction, a request, or the like, only when knowl- 
edge of the success conditions (given in the clause with 
propositional content) is augmented by knowledge of those 
conditions (contained in the illocutionary component) under 
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which S$ could justify why he regards an imperative with the 
content p as legitimate or enforceable. A validity claim of a 
normative kind, which cannot be reduced to a truth claim, thus 
comes into play. The same goes for the illocutionary force of 
commissive speech acts, with which a speaker binds his own 
will with a normative obligation. The conditions for the binding 
character of obligating declarations of intention are of a dif- 
ferent kind from success conditions, which the speaker fulfills 
as soon as he translates his intention into action, or makes it 
true. 

The illocutionary force of expressive speech acts, with which 
S expresses an experience (Erlebnis) to which he has privileged 
access, can be defined neither through the cognitive nor 
through the interventionistic relationship of a subject to the 
world of existing states of affairs. Consequently, in these cases 
Searle uses a neither-nor sign to indicate the inapplicability of 
truth-semantic perspectives. In expressive speech acts a claim 
to truthfulness comes into play, a claim that Searle has however 
already employed nonspecifically for the sincerity condition 
that all comprehensible speech acts must satisfy. A similar ob- 
jection can be made to his definition of the illocutionary force 
of declarative speech acts.?° 

These problems are avoided when one does not respond to 
the validity problematic inherited from Austin as Searle does, 
with a truth-semantic back-formation of speech-act theory, but 
instead interprets Buhler’s linguistic functions in terms of the 
corresponding validity claims. 


III Speech Acts, Communicative Action, and Strategic 
Interaction 


The validity-theoretical interpretation of Buhler’s functional 
scheme offers itself as a way out of the difficulties of speech- 
act theory because it does justice to all three aspects of a speaker 
coming to an understanding with another person about something. 
It incorporates within itself the truth contained in the use- 
theory of meaning and at the same time overcomes the types 
of one-sidedness specific to intentionalistic and formal seman- 
tics (1). The resulting formal-pragmatic analysis of speech acts 
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provides a basis for the concept of communicative action. Com- 
municative action forms an alternative to strategic action, yet 
it remains linked with the teleology of the various individual 
plans of action that come together in it (2). 

(1) Following the transition from the semantic to the prag- 
matic point of view, the question of the validity of a sentence 
no longer poses itself as a question about the objective relation 
of language to the world, detached from the process of com- 
munication. Nor can the validity claim, with which a speaker 
refers to the validity conditions of his utterance, be defined 
solely from the perspective of the speaker. Validity claims aim 
at being acknowledged intersubjectively by speaker and hearer; 
they can only be redeemed with reasons, that is, discursively, 
and the hearer reacts to them with rationally motivated “yes” 
or “no” positions. The smallest independent unit of processes 
of reaching understanding that are explicitly linguistic are com- 
posed of (a) the elementary speech act ‘Mf’ with which S raises 
at least one validity claim for his utterance, and of (b) the “yes” 
or “no” position that determines whether H understands and 
accepts the speech-act offer from S. Mutual understanding 
aims at consensus formation. The attempt by S$ to reach an 
understanding with H about something in the world terminates 
in the agreement brought about between them, and this agree- 
ment is sealed by the acceptance of a comprehensible speech 
act. For this reason, the comprehension of a speech act already 
points to the conditions for a possible agreement about what 
is said. 

Of course, the pragmatic reinterpretation of the validity 
problematic also requires a complete reevaluation of what was 
originally meant by the ‘illocutionary force’ of a speech act. 
Austin had in fact conceived of the illocutionary force as the 
literally irrational component of the speech act, whereas the 
content of the assertoric sentence (or its nominalized form) 
monopolized the rational content. Meaning and understanding 
were concentrated only around this rational component. In 
contrast, the consistent execution of the pragmatic turn re- 
makes validity claims into the stewards of a rationality that 
presents itself in the structural interconnection among condi- 
tions of validity, the validity claims related to these conditions, 
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and the reasons given in redeeming these validity claims. The 
individual speech act is bound to this structure primarily 
through its mode-component. That is, the mode is defined 
according to the type of claim put forth (and according to the 
manner of reference to the validity claim, as well), and this 
claim is raised by the speaker through the misleadingly named 
‘illocutionary’ act, in the standard case through the utterance 
of a performative clause. The home of rationality is thereby 
transferred from the propositional to the illocutionary com- 
ponent, and at the same time the attachment of the validity 
conditions to the propositional component is loosened. Room 
is thus made for the introduction of validity claims that are not 
directed toward truth conditions or tailored to the relationship 
of language to the objective world. 

Buhler’s functional scheme had already related linguistic ex- 
pressions to the intention of the speaker, to the objective world, 
and to the addressee. And the three theories of meaning dis- 
cussed here had each claimed that it could explain the com- 
prehensibility of linguistic expressions through some one of 
these relations—namely, through the function of expressing 
intentions, or of representing existing states of affairs, or of 
establishing interactive relationships. What we are looking for 
is a theory of speech acts that takes into consideration the 
kernel of truth in all three of these theories of meaning. But 
from Searle’s classification of speech acts it has also become 
apparent that the truth-semantic conceptualization of the in- 
ternal relation between meaning and validity is too specialized. 

To be sure, whether or not an utterance fulfills its represen- 
tational function is measured against truth conditions; how- 
ever, the fulfillment of the expressive and the interactive 
functions is also measured against conditions that are analogous 
to truth. I therefore want to introduce subjective truthfulness 
and normative rightness as truth-analogous concepts for the 
validity of speech acts. The relations of the speech act to the 
speaker’s intention and to the addressee can also be conceived 
in terms of the model of relations to the objective world. That 
is, there also exists a relation to the subjective world (of the 
speaker), as the totality of lived experiences (Erlebnisse) to which 
he has privileged access, and a relation to the social world (of 
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the speaker, the hearer, and other members), as the totality of 
interpersonal relationships that are currently accepted as legit- 
imate. These world-concepts formed through analogy must not, 
of course, be misunderstood as partial regions (in Popper’s 
sense) of the one objective world.*° The lived experiences that 
S expresses in expressive speech acts (prototypically avowals 
and revelations) should no more be understood as a particular 
class of entities (or inner episodes) than should the norms that, 
through regulative speech acts (prototypically commands and 
promises), legitimate an interpersonal relationship established 
between S and H. From the perspective of the participants, the 
first-person experiential sentences employed in expressive 
speech acts can be uttered truthfully or untruthfully—according 
to whether the speaker says what he means. But they cannot 
be true or false, unless experiential sentences are to be assim- 
ilated to assertoric sentences. In the same way, the imperative 
sentences (commands) or intention sentences (promises) that 
are employed in the attitude of the second person in regulative 
speech acts can be right or not right, according to whether they 
satisfy or violate recognized normative expectations, or 
whether they have a binding character or only give the illusion 
of creating a commitment. But they, too, cannot be true or 
false. With their speech acts, participants in communication 
relate to something in the subjective world or to something in 
the social world in ways that are different from the way in which 
they relate to something in the objective world. That these 
world-concepts should be used only in an analogous sense is 
shown by this distinction in the manner of referring: objects are 
identified differently than lived experiences, which in an ex- 
pressive attitude I reveal or disguise as “in each case mine,” 
and also differently than the norms variously acknowledged 
“by us,” which in a norm-conformative attitude we follow or 
contravene. 

A validity-theoretic interpretation of Buhler’s functional 
scheme further leads to the assumption that with a speech act 
‘Mp,’ S takes up relations simultaneously to something in the 
objective world, to something in the subjective world, and to 
something in a shared social world. Every speech act as a whole 
can always be criticized as invalid from three perspectives: as 
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untrue in view of a statement made (or of the existential pre- 
suppositions of the propositional content), as untruthful in 
view of the expressed intention of the speaker, and as not right 
in view of the existing normative context (or the legitimacy of 
the presupposed norms themselves). Admittedly, only one of 
the three validity claims can be thematically emphasized in any 
explicit speech act. It is in terms of these thematized validity 
claims (which can also be modified according to surface dis- 
tinctions in a particular language and context) that the illocu- 
tionary forces are finally defined, and these illocutionary forces 
must be capable of being traced back to three basic modes: 
they belong either to constative, to expressive, or to regulative 
speech acts. 

If every speech act is thematically linked with some one 
validity claim, then Dummett’s proposal for explicating the 
meaning of assertoric sentences employed in constative speech 
acts can be generalized: we understand a speech act when we 
know what makes it acceptable. Of course, this is a matter of 
objective conditions of validity, and the hearer cannot infer 
these directly from the semantic content of the expressions 
employed, but only indirectly through the epistemic claim that 
the speaker raises for the validity of his utterance in perform- 
ing his illocutionary act. The speaker refers with his validity 
claim to a potential of reasons that could be brought to bear 
for it. The reasons interpret the conditions of validity, and to 
this extent they themselves belong to the conditions that make 
an utterance acceptable. The acceptability conditions point 
thereby to the holistic structure of natural languages. In a 
language, each individual speech act is connected by way of 
logical-semantic strands to many other potential speech acts 
that can take on the pragmatic role of reasons. Of course, 
depending on the structure and content of a speech act, the 
available but latent reasons that are suitable for the discursive 
redemption of the validity claim raised in that speech act will 
be more or less complex in kind and extent. When the speaker 
puts forward an assertion with a simple predicative observation 
sentence in the present indicative, the reasons that interpret 
the truth conditions of the sentence are typically easy to survey. 
When, in contrast, a court renders a judgment in a complicated 
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matter, or when a physicist explains a natural event with the 
aid of an empirical theory, the evaluation of the validity—and 
thus also the comprehension—of the court verdict or of the nat- 
ural-scientific explanation will require knowledge of more de- 
manding kinds of reasons. Otherwise we do not understand 
what is said—not even if we understand the individual words 
as a result of their frequent past appearance in other sentences. 

We understand a speech act when we are acquainted with 
the kind of reasons that a speaker could cite in order to con- 
vince a hearer that he (the speaker) is entitled under the given 
circumstances to claim validity for his utterance. For this rea- 
son, familiarity with a language is interwoven with knowledge 
of how things do actually stand in the (linguistically disclosed) 
world. Perhaps knowledge of the world merely depends upon 
a longer chain of reasons than knowledge of language. That 
they cannot be sharply separated from each other becomes 
plausible when the basic idea of the formal-pragmatic expla- 
nation of meaning (already begun by Buhler) is made clear. 
Understanding an expression means knowing how one can 
make use of it in order to reach an understanding with some- 
body about something. Therefore, it can already be discerned 
from the conditions for comprehending linguistic expressions 
that the speech acts that can be performed by means of them 
are directed toward mutual understanding and thus toward a 
rationally motivated agreement about what is said. One would 
hardly know what it is to understand the meaning of an utter- 
ance if one did not know that the utterance can and should 
serve to bring about an agreement; and it lies within the con- 
cept of agreement that it “is valid” for the participants. The 
dimension of validity thus inheres in language. The orientation 
toward validity claims belongs to the pragmatic conditions of 
possible mutual understanding—and of understanding lan- 
guage itself. 

(2) With the concept of mutual understanding oriented 
toward validity claims, formal pragmatics finds a connection 
with action theory, albeit in a way completely different from 
the attempt of intentionalistic semantics to explain processes 
of reaching understanding using action-theoretic concepts. A 
teleological action can be described as the realization of a plan 
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of action that is based on the actor’s interpretation of the 
situation. By executing a plan of action, an actor comes to grips 
with a situation, whereby the action situation is a segment 
drawn from the environment as interpreted by the actor. This 
segment is constituted in light of possibilities for action that 
the actor regards as relevant to the success of his plan. The 
problem of coordinating action arises for interaction among 
several actors: how can alter’s plans and actions be “linked up” 
with ego’s plans and actions? Types of interaction can be dis- 
tinguished according to the various mechanisms for this link- 
age. I speak either of “communicative action” or of “strategic 
action,” depending upon whether the actions of different ac- 
tors are coordinated by way of “reaching an understanding” 
or “exerting influence,” respectively.3! From the perspective of 
the participants, these two mechanisms and their correspond- 
ing types of action mutually exclude one another. Processes of 
reaching an understanding cannot be undertaken with the dual 
intention of both reaching an agreement about something with 
a participant in interaction and causally having an effect on 
him. From the perspective of the participants, an agreement 
cannot be imposed from without, cannot be foisted by one side 
upon the other—whether instrumentally, through direct inter- 
vention into the action situation, or strategically, through in- 
direct influence, again oriented only toward success, on the 
propositional attitudes of the other. Whatever manifestly comes 
to be through external influence (gratification or threat, sug- 
gestion or deception) cannot count intersubjectively as an 
agreement; an intervention of this sort forfeits its effectiveness 
for coordinating action. 

Communicative or strategic action is required when an actor 
can only carry out his plans of action interactively, i.e., with 
the help of the actions of another actor (or their omission). 
Beyond that, communicative action must satisfy certain con- 
ditions of cooperation and mutual understanding: 


¢ The participating actors must conduct themselves coopera- 
tively and attempt to reach an agreement about their plans (in 
the horizon of a shared lifeworld) on the basis of common (or 
sufficiently overlapping) situation interpretations. 
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* The participating actors must be prepared to achieve the 
intermediate goals of a common situation definition and of 
action coordination in the roles of speakers and hearers by way 
of processes of reaching understanding, i.e., by means of the 
unreserved and sincere pursuit of illocutionary aims. 


This means specifically that: 


¢ They pursue their illocutionary aims with the help of speech 
acts in a performative attitude, which demands an orientation 
toward reciprocally raised, criticizable validity claims. 


* In doing this, they make use of the binding (or bonding) 
effects of speech-act offers, which come about when the 
speaker, with his validity claim, gives a credible guarantee for 
the validity of what is said. 


* Whereby the binding (or bonding) effect of a comprehensible 
and accepted speech act carries over to the commitments rel- 
evant to the sequel of interaction that emerge from the seman- 
tic content of the speech act—whether asymmetrically for the 
hearer or for the speaker, or symmetrically for both sides. 


Thus, communicative action distinguishes itself from stra- 
tegic action through the fact that successful action coordination 
is not traced back to the purposive rationality of action orien- 
tations but to the rationally motivating force of achieving un- 
derstanding, i.e., to a rationality that manifests itself in 
conditions for communicatively reached agreements. The man- 
ner in which mutual understanding in language functions as a 
mechanism for coordinating action is that the participants in 
an interaction agree about the validity claimed for their speech 
acts, that is, they recognize criticizable validity claims intersub- 
jectively. What gives rationally motivating force to speech-act 
offers is, in turn, the structural connection linking the meaning 
of an utterance, on the one hand, with its validity conditions, 
the validity claim that is raised for what is said, and the reasons 
that can be mobilized for the discursive redemption of this 
claim, on the other hand. 

Like all action, communicative action is purposive. But here 
the teleology of the individual action plans and of the opera- 
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tions for carrying them out is interrupted by the action-coordi- 
nating mechanism of mutual understanding. Orientations and 
action processes are at first egocentrically tailored to the various 
actors, but communicative “switching” via candidly executed 
illocutionary acts places them under the structural limitations 
of an intersubjectively shared language. The telos of reaching 
understanding, inherent in linguistic structures, compels the 
communicative actors to alter their perspective; this finds ex- 
pression in the necessity of going from the objectivating atti- 
tude of success-oriented action, which seeks to effect something 
in the world, over to the performative attitude of a speaker 
who seeks to reach an understanding with a second person about 
something.*2 

In their standard form, illocutionary acts are carried out 
through the employment of performative sentences. For the 
formation of the predicate expression these sentences require 
performative verbs, for the subject expression they require the 
first-person singular, and for the position of the indirect object 
they require the second person. This grammatical form of the 
performative sentence mirrors the attitude of a speaker who 
takes up an interpersonal relationship with a hearer in order 
to reach an understanding with him about something, whereby 
the speaker is reflexively oriented to the possibility that the 
hearer may dispute the validity of what is said. This performative 
attitude of actors who are oriented toward reaching understand- 
ing can be conceptually differentiated from the objectivating 
attitude of success-oriented actors through the world-relations 
which each admits: with our speech acts we simultaneously relate, 
with changing thematizations, to something in the objective, 
the subjective, and the social worlds, whereas we purposively 
intervene in the objective world alone. 

If, however, the attitude oriented toward reaching under- 
standing and that oriented toward success are not merely to 
be distinguished from each other analytically, but correspond 
to two different interaction types, then from the perspective 
of the actors they must exclude each other. In opposition to 
this conclusion it has been objected that (1) any speech act can 
also be strategically deployed, and that (2) simple imperatives, 
which are not embedded in normative contexts, only express 


82 
The Turn to Pragmatics 


power claims rather than validity claims, and they therefore 
constitute illocutionary acts that are carried out with an ori- 
entation toward success, which would contradict the premises 
just set out. 

(1) Whether conventionally regulated or not, perlocution- 
ary effects that are openly aimed for within the framework of 
a common situation definition are of a kind which, mutatis 
mutandis, could also be effected through purposive intervention 
alone. But such nonlinguistically produced effects cannot be 
described as perlocutionary successes because the latter are 
always illocutionarily mediated. Admittedly, there is the case 
of the latently strategic speech act, which aims at perlocutionary 
effects that are not conventionally regulated. The latter come 
about only when the speaker does not declare his aims to the 
hearer within the framework of the common situation defini- 
tion. For example, a speaker who wants to persuade his audi- 
ence of something proceeds in this way, perhaps because in 
the given situation he lacks convincing arguments. Such un- 
manifested perlocutionary effects can only be achieved parasit- 
ically, namely, under the condition that the speaker feigns the 
intention of pursuing his illocutionary goals without reserve and 
leaves the hearer in the dark about his actual violation of the 
presuppositions of action oriented toward reaching under- 
standing.®? The latently strategic use of language is parasitic 
because it only functions when at least one side assumes that 
language is being used with an orientation toward reaching 
understanding. Whoever acts strategically in this way must 
violate the sincerity condition of communicative action 
inconspicuously. 

The use of language that is manifestly strategic has a deriv- 
ative status as well; in this case all participants are aware that 
reaching understanding in language is subordinated to condi- 
tions of strategic action—and therefore remains deficient. They 
know and reckon with the fact that they must supplement the 
illocutionarily mediated perlocutionary effects of their speech 
acts with purposively triggered empirical effects. That is, in 
the end they still rely upon indirect communication: only the 
proverbial shot before the bow is able to demonstrate the se- 
riousness of a threat to the opponent. 
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This case of the manifestly strategic use of language is to be 
distinguished in turn from cases of an indirect communication 
that remains subordinated to the aim of communicative action. 
In unstructured initial situations, the common definition of the 
situation is first constructed (for example, in an accidental 
meeting in a bar) when a young man indirectly implies some- 
thing to a young woman. In the same way, the pedagogically 
careful teacher instills self-confidence in his pupil through 
compliments, so that the pupil learns to take his own ideas 
seriously.34 In cases such as these, in which communicative 
action has first of all to establish its own presuppositions step 
by step, the terminus ad quem is an agreement that is ultimately 
also available for communication and not a perlocutionary ef- 
fect that would be destroyed by being admitted or declared. 

(2) I analyze simple or nonauthorized imperatives accord- 
ing to the model of the derivative use of language that is 
manifestly strategic. The addressee of a command or a request 
must as a rule be familiar with the normative context that 
authorizes a speaker to make his demand, and which thereby 
legitimates the expectation that the addressee has reasons to 
carry out the action demanded. Knowledge of success condi- 
tions, which can be derived from the propositional component 
‘p’ of the imperative ‘Jp,’ is not sufficient for understanding the 
illocutionary meaning of this speech act, namely, its specific 
character as an imperative. Knowledge of (1) the success con- 
ditions must be augmented by knowledge of (2) those condi- 
tions under which the speaker has reason to regard an 
imperative with contents (1) as valid, i.e., normatively justi- 
fied—e.g., that children in the streets of Lima may beg from 
arriving foreigners.®> Of course, the speaker may connect a 
validity claim with ‘Jp’ only if he knows his imperative to be 
covered by some normative context, be it ever so weak. 

From the perspective of a sociological observer, there is a 
continuum between de facto power relations that are merely 
habitual and power relations that have been transformed into 
normative authority. But from the perspective of participants 
in communication, if only their lifeworlds are sufficiently in- 
terwoven, it is possible to understand all imperatives against 
the background of this intersubjectively shared lifeworld in 
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terms of the paradigm of normatively authorized imperatives. 
Even passing strangers in foreign lands will expect from one 
another a readiness to help each other in emergencies. Such 
weak normative contexts are still sufficient to authorize a speak- 
er’s expectations for conduct, which the hearer can criticize if 
need be. Only in the limit case of manifestly strategic action 
does the normative validity claim shrivel into a pure power 
claim based upon a potential for sanction that is contingent 
and no longer conventionally regulated or grammatically read- 
able. The “Hands up!” of a bankrobber, who at pistol point 
demands of the threatened bank clerk that he hand over the 
money, demonstrates in a drastic way that the conditions of 
normative validity have been replaced by sanction conditions. 
The dissolution of the normative background appears in a 
symptomatic way in the if-then structure of the threat, which 
in strategic action takes the place of the sincerity or earnestness 
of the speaker that is presupposed for communicative action. 
Strangely, imperatives or threats that are deployed purely stra- 
tegically and robbed of their normative validity claims are not 
illocutionary acts, or acts aimed toward reaching understand- 
ing, at all. They remain parasitic insofar as their comprehen- 
sibility must be derived from the employment conditions for 
illocutionary acts that are covered by norms. 

In latent strategic action the perlocutionary effects are de- 
pendent upon the illocutionary successes of a use of language 
that is oriented toward reaching understanding, however much 
it may be feigned on one side. In manifestly strategic action, 
illocutionarily weakened speech acts, if they are to be compre- 
hensible, remain related to the meaning that they derive from 
an employment of language that is antecedently habitualized 
and originally oriented toward reaching understanding. 
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5 


Peirce and Communication 


From Edward C. Moore, one of the editors of A Chronological 
Edition, we learn that the collected works of Charles Sanders 
Peirce could run to something like 104 volumes. I am no expert 
even about what is published and easily accessible. But, happily, 
Peirce was of the opinion that all signs are fragments of a 
larger, still undeciphered text—and, just the same, await their 
interpretation here and now. In this I find some slight 
encouragement. 

I also have a reservation about the topic that has been sug- 
gested to me; as the subject index reveals, Peirce does not often 
speak of communication. That is surprising in the case of an 
author who is convinced of the semiotic structure of thought 
(CP 5.421),! and who asserts “that every logical evolution of 
thought should be dialogic.” (CP 4.551) But, even in this last 
passage, Peirce is not talking about the relation between a 
speaker who uses an expression and an addressee who under- 
stands the expression. Rather, what he is saying here is that 
every sign requires two quasi-minds—“a Quasi-utterer and a 
Quasi-interpreter; and although these two are one (i.e., are 
one mind) in the sign itself, they must nevertheless be distinct. 
In the sign they are, so to say, welded.” Peirce speaks of quasi- 
minds here because he wants to conceptualize the interpreta- 
tion of signs abstractly, detached from a model of linguistic 
communication between a speaker and a hearer, detached even 
from the basis of the human brain. Today this makes us think 
of the operations of artificial intelligence, or of the mode of 
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functioning of the genetic code; Peirce had crystals and the 
work of bees in mind. 

Peirce wants to conceptualize the process of communication 
so abstractly that the intersubjective relationship between 
speaker and hearer vanishes and the relationship between sign 
and interpreter is absorbed without a trace into the so-called 
interpretant-relation. The “interpretant” is at first understood 
as the picture or impression that the sign calls forth in the 
mind of an interpreter. This intent explains the heavy sigh 
with which Peirce accompanies his definition of the sign in a 
letter to Lady Welby (from December 23, 1908), since this 
definition might well suggest a concretistic fallacy: 


I define a sign as anything which is so determined by something else, 
called its Object, and so determines an effect upon a person, which 
effect I call its Interpretant, that the latter thereby is mediately de- 
termined by the former. My insertion of “upon a person” is a sop to 
Cerberus, because I despair of making my own broader conception 
understood. (Letters, 29) 


In another letter (from March 14, 1909), Peirce cautions 
against limiting the analysis to the repertoire of signs and the 
grammar of human language or, worse, to some one language. 
The title “Speculative Grammar” announces the ambitious 
project of a universal semiotics ranging over the universe of all 
signs. The concept of the sign ought to be so conceived that it 
is equally appropriate for natural and conventional signs, for 
prelinguistic and linguistic symbols, for sentences and texts, as 
well as for speech acts and dialogues. 

A semiotics of this sort begins with the elementary sign. Yet, 
through the properties, the functions, the interpretive possi- 
bilities, and the transformative rules of the single sign, this 
semiotics should already bring those features to the fore that 
are constitutive for a full-fledged sign in language. A linguistic 
approach (for example, Saussure’s structuralism) does not suf- 
fice for this. In contrast, the perspective of the logician adopted 
by Peirce has the advantage of examining expressions from 
the point of view of their possible truth and, at the same time, 
from that of their communicability. Thus, from the perspective 
of its capacity for being true, an assertoric sentence stands in 
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an epistemic relation to something in the world—it represents 
a state of affairs. At the same time, from the perspective of its 
employment in a communicative act, it stands in a relation to 
a possible interpretation by a language user—it is suitable for 
the transmission of information. That which is thus differen- 
tiated on the level of grammatical speech into the epistemic 
relation to the world and the communicative relation to the 
interpreter is already taken into account by Peirce on the level 
of the elementary sign when he distinguishes between two 


relations: “standing for...” and “standing to. . . .” The inter- 
pretability (standing to . . .) of the sign is integrated with its 
representational function (standing for . . .) in the following 


way: the sign determines its interpretant in accordance with 
the relation in which the sign itself stands to the object repre- 
sented by it. Everything that brings something else (its inter- 
pretant) to refer to an object in the same way that it itself refers 
to it, counts as a sign. (CP 2.303) A sign is only able to represent 
an object thanks to this three-placed relation. 

What is thereby represented at first remains unspecified; in 
any event, we cannot assume from the start that the “object” 
(“Objekt”) will be an identifiable thing (Gegenstand), or even a 
state of affairs. We must however bear in mind that Peirce does 
not explain the representative function of the sign in terms of 
the two-placed relation of standing for something. In order to 
fulfill its representative function, the sign must at the same 
time be interpretable: “A thing cannot stand for something 
without standing to something for something.” (CE 1:466) This 
statement is already to be found in the seventh Lowell Lecture 
of 1866. The sign cannot establish its epistemic relation to 
something in the world if it is not at the same time directed 
toward an interpreting mind—that is, if it were not capable of 
being employed communicatively. Without communicability 
there is no representation—and vice versa. Even though 
Peirce’s interest in semiotic problems is primarily epistemolog- 
ical in nature, he sets the basic conceptual switches in such a 
way that the epistemic relation of the sign to something in the 
world cannot be isolated from its communicative relation to a 
possible interpreter. At the same time, however, Peirce insists 
upon the anonymization of the interpretive process, from 
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which he eliminates the interpreter. What remains after this 
abstraction are streams of depersonalized sign sequences in 
which every sign refers as interpreter to the foregoing sign 
and refers as interpretandum to the following sign. To be sure, 
these linkages are established only through the mediation of a 
mind in which signs are able to call forth interpretations (“in- 
telligent consciousness must enter into the series” [CP 2.303)). 
Still, this mind remains anonymous because it consists of noth- 
ing other than the three-placed relation of representation in 
general; it is absorbed by the structure of the sign. 

In terms of theoretical strategy, this abstract conceptualiza- 
tion has the advantage of not restricting semiosis from the very 
beginning to linguistic communication but instead leaves its 
elements open to further specifications. Nonetheless, the ques- 
tion arises whether Peirce’s concept of the sign really does leave 
open the specifications that are requisite for the communicative 
level of propositionally organized language—or whether it does 
not prejudice them in a certain way instead. A methodological 
consideration can help us along here. Peirce pursues something 
like the logical genesis of sign processes. In doing so, he begins 
with the complex structures of language that are accessible to 
us, in order to feel his way towards the more elementary forms 
by means of privative determinations—Peirce speaks of “de- 
generation.” In this procedure, one may totally abstract only 
from those aspects of a higher semiotic level for which it is not 
possible to locate a more primitive precursor or lower semiotic 
level. Now, Peirce seems to regard the intersubjective relation- 
ship between a speaker and a hearer, and the corresponding 
participant perspectives of the first and second person (in con- 
trast to the perspective of an uninvolved third person), as such 
aspects that may be disregarded. He seems to believe that the 
fundamental semiotic structure can be completely defined 
without any recourse to forms of intersubjectivity, no matter 
how elementary. In any event, he generally leaves off from his 
logical-semiotic analyses at the point where speaker-hearer per- 
spectives come into play.” 

Like George Herbert Mead later on, the young Peirce, too, 
was Clearly of a different opinion. He attached almost funda- 
mental importance to the attitudes of the first, second, and 
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third persons. On the one hand, the corresponding perspec- 
tives are equally fundamental, that is, none can be reduced to 
the others; on the other hand, they can be transformed into 
one another. The primitive expressions “I,” “thou,” and “it” 
thus form a system of relations, as the twenty-four-year-old 
Peirce notes: 


Though they cannot be expressed in terms of each other, yet they 
have a relation to each other, for “Thou” is an “It” in which there is 
another “I.” “I” looks in, “It” looks out, “Thou” looks through, out 
and in again... . (CE 1:45) 


Two years later Peirce connects his speculations about a future 
communitary age, which is supposed to supercede the tenden- 
cies to reification of the present materialistic age, with the name 
Tuism, which indicates the importance of the performative at- 
titude one takes up toward a second person for the purposes 
of social interaction.’ In 1861 Peirce planned to write a book 
about “I, It, and Thou” as “Elements of Thought.” In the first 
Harvard Lectures of 1865 he attempts to introduce the concept 
of the sign in connection with the system of personal pronouns; 
not unreasonably, the interpretant relation, and thus the power 
of the sign to influence an interpreting mind, is explicated by 
means of the attitude of the second person. (CE 1:174) But 
after that, if I am not mistaken, the system of personal pro- 
nouns completely loses its significance for the foundations of 
semiotics. 

Now, the question that interests me is, What considerations 
could have induced Peirce to turn away from the intersubjec- 
tive aspects of the sign process? I want to defend the thesis 
that the interpretant relation of the sign cannot be explained 
without recourse to the conditions for reaching an intersubjec- 
tive agreement, however rudimentary these conditions may 
be. This remains impossible as long as one conceives of sign- 
mediated representation, as Peirce does, in terms of truth and 
reality—for the latter concepts refer in turn to the regulative 
idea of a community of investigators that operates under ideal 
conditions. As long as Peirce maintains that his pragmatic turn 
cannot be consistently carried out without recourse to these or 
similar counterfactual presuppositions, he cannot do without 
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an intersubjectively based semiotics. I would like to explicate 
this thesis in four steps. 

First I want (1) to sketch the critique of the philosophy of 
consciousness that Peirce carried out in the 1860s and 1870s 
as well as (2) to recall the two resulting problems that emerge 
from the semiotic transformation of Kantian epistemology. 
The solutions proposed by Peirce depend upon (3) the premise 
of cumulative learning processes, which admits a weak, inter- 
subjectivistic reading. But instead of this interpretation, Peirce 
prefers a strong, or cosmological, one. He develops this version 
in terms of (4) a theory of natural evolution, which leads both 
to consequences that are problematic for semiotics and to a 
Platonistic concept of the person, a concept that cannot be 
brought into harmony with our best intuitions. 


I 


A third world of symbolic forms that mediates between the 
inner and the outer worlds (CE 1:168) discloses itself to the 
young Peirce along the dual path of religious experience and 
logical investigation: 


Religion . . .is neither something within us nor yet altogether without 
us—but bears rather a third relation to us, namely, that of existing 
in our communion with another being. (CE 1:108) 


While for Peirce the transcendentalist the forcelessly unifying 
power of communication stands in the foreground, for Peirce 
the logician something else provides the decisive factor, namely, 
the idea that “every thought is an unuttered word.” (CE 1:169) 

Peirce, prior to Frege and Husserl, carries through a dev- 
astating critique of psychologism in his first Harvard Lecture. 
Logic is not a matter of mental processes or particular facts of 
consciousness. Rather, it analyzes general sign operations and 
properties that are actualized in symbolic expressions and that 
can be read from them; logical characters “belong to what is 
written on the board at least as much as to our thought.” (CE 
1:165) But unlike Frege and Husserl, Peirce the epistemologist 
does not arrive at Platonistic conclusions about meaning. Every 
symbol of itself refers to possible interpretations, i.e., to indef- 
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initely many reproductions of its meaning over time. Like all 
signs, symbols are what they mean only in relation to other 
signs. And these relations can in turn only be actualized with 
the aid of operations which for their part extend over time. 
Time is required for the transformation of symbolic expres- 
sions. For this reason the world of symbolic forms stands in an 
internal relation to time. Peirce had learned from Hegel “that 
the thought descends into time.” In his debate with Kant, 
however, Peirce does not engage this theme from the perspec- 
tive of a temporalization of mind. Instead, he is concerned with 
how the flowing stream of consciousness is stabilized in the 
form of a symbolically embodied mind. 

Under the heading “On Time and Thought,” Peirce consid- 
ers how the flow of our ideas can take on the continuity and 
the connectedness of feelings, wishes, and perceptions that are 
in contact with each other. A mere succession of distinct ideas, 
each of which is absolutely present at a different time, cannot 
provide an explanation for how ideas can be determined by 
previous ideas—i.e., how one idea can be transformed into 
another according to a rule. Ideas that are at one point past 
must still be capable of being held fast in the mind, as it were, 
and of existing together and being linked up with the ideas 
that come after them. The semiotic interpretation of conscious- 
ness offers the key to explaining this reproduction of ideas 
that makes their recognition possible.* If cognitions are signs, 
then replicas can be generated from past cognitions and linked 
up with present and future ones: “thus the intellectual char- 
acter of beliefs at least is dependent upon the capability of the 
endless translation of sign into sign.” (CE 3:77) For their power 
to grant continuity, signs are indebted to the temporal refer- 
ence that, with an object relation to the past and an interpretant 
relation to the future, is inherent in them. 

With his semantic transformation of Kantian epistemology, 
Peirce paves the way for a critique of the philosophy of con- 
sciousness that introduces a specifically pragmatic turn.’ The 
architectonic of the philosophy of consciousness had been de- 
fined by the subject-object relation, interpreted as mental rep- 
resentation. Within the traditional paradigm of representative 
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thinking, the objective world is conceived as the totality of 
mentally representable objects, while the subjective world is 
conceived as the sphere of our mental representations of pos- 
sible objects. Access to this internal sphere is gained through 
the representing subject’s relation to itself (or through self- 
consciousness), i.e., through the representation of the act of 
representing objects. Peirce undermines this architectonic by 
giving a semiotic reinterpretation to the fundamental concept 
of “representation”: the two-placed relation of mental repre- 
sentation (Vorstellung) is made into the three-placed relation of 
symbolic representation (Darstellung). 

In explicit form, symbolic representation appears as a prop- 
osition representing a state of affairs. At first this only seems 
to replace the psychological perspective with a semantic perspec- 
tive, as if the place of the subject-object relation were merely 
taken by the relation between language and the world. But a 
complication emerges directly from the propositional structure 
of that for which the sentence-sign stands. A simple predicative 
sentence does not just stand for an object; it does indeed refer 
to a singular object in the world, but it attributes to this object 
a property that can only be expressed in a predicate or a 
general concept. And it does this in such a way that it is not 
immediately clear whether this universal more properly be- 
longs in the world or to language. 

Another complication is more interesting. It arises from the 
fact that the sentence-sign does not refer only to something in 
the world but refers at the same time to an interpretive com- 
munity. A fact is represented in terms of an assertoric sentence 
that can be true or false; the act of representation is, however, 
an assertion with which a speaker raises a contestable truth 
claim before an addressee. As early as the Ninth Lowell Lecture 
of 1866, Peirce emphasizes this pragmatic aspect of representa- 
tion: “a symbol may be intended to refer to an interpretant or 
to have force. .. . It is intended . . . to inculcate this statement 
into an interpretant.” (CE 1:477) An assertion receives illocu- 
tionary force through the fact that a speaker offers—at least 
implicitly—a reason or an argument by means of which he 
wants to bring the addressee to give assent. Peirce will later say 
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that every proposition is the rudimentary form of an argument. 
(CP 2.344) Within the paradigm of the philosophy of con- 
sciousness, the truth of a judgment is based on the certainty 
that the mental representation corresponds to the object. After 
the pragmatic turn, however, the truth of a sentence-sign must 
be measured both against its object relation and against the 
reasons for its validity that could be accepted by an interpretive 
community. Thus in the new paradigm the role of the subject 
is assumed not by language per se but by communication among 
those who demand explanations from each other in order to 
reach an agreement with one another about something in the 
world. The place of subjectivity is assumed by an intersubjective 
practice of reaching understanding; this practice emits from 
itself infinite sequences of signs and interpretations. Peirce 
develops this conception via an incisive critique of the para- 
digm of the philosophy of consciousness. He is guided in par- 
ticular by the following six points: 


¢ The methodological critique is directed against a kind of 
introspection that relies on the private evidence of so-called facts 
of consciousness, without being able to present verifiable cri- 
teria for discriminating appearance from reality. In contrast, 
signs and symbolic expressions are generally accessible facts 
whose interpretation is open to public criticism, so that it is not 
necessary to appeal to a particular individual in place of the 
community of investigators as the final arbiter of correct 
judgment. 


¢ The epistemological critique is directed against a form of 
intuttionism that claims that our judgments are constructed from 
immediately given and absolutely certain ideas or sense-data. 
The fact of the matter is that no idea, no matter how elemen- 
tary, establishes contact with its object without semiotic media- 
tion. There is no absolute beginning in an empirical process 
that is fundamentally discursive. Whether consciously or not, 
all cognitions are determined logically by previous cognitions. 


¢ This gives rise to the critique of a foundationalist theory that 
privileges self-consciousness. The fact of the matter is that we 
only draw inferences about the inner world of mental states 
and psychic events from our knowledge of external facts. The 
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hypothesis of a “self” is forced on us only through the expe- 
rience of error, that is, when an opinion that is at first held to 
be true turns out to be merely “subjective.” 


¢ The critique of Kant’s construction of a “thing-in-itself” is 
directed against a kind of phenomenalism that is led astray by 
the mirror-model of representative thinking: like the mirror 
itself, reality is thought to have a rear side that evades reflec- 
tion, a reality hidden behind appearances. In fact reality does 
impose restrictions upon our knowledge, but only in such a 
way that it rejects false opinions when our interpretations 
founder upon it. But it does not follow that reality could fun- 
damentally elude better interpretations. Rather, what is real is 
everything that can become the content of true representations, 
and nothing other than that. 


¢ Further, the doubt about Cartesian doubt is directed against 
the conception of a worldless subject standing over and against the 
world as a whole. The individual consciousness does not form 
a monad encapsulated in itself, which could put into brackets 
the totality of beings by distancing itself from everything through 
a supposedly radical doubt. Rather, every subject always finds 
itself already within the context of a world that is familiar to 
it. The subject cannot skeptically problematize this massive 
background of beliefs by fiat and as a whole. An empty, abstract 
paper doubt cannot undermine life-world certainties; on the 


other hand, nothing is in principle immune to real, nagging 
doubt.® 


¢ Finally, Peirce is opposed to the privileging of the knowing 
subject above the acting subject. All our beliefs are interwoven 
with our practices: “A belief which will not be acted upon ceases 
to be a belief.” (CE 3:77) Thus, mind is situated and finds its 
embodiment in the symbolic medium of language and in that 
of practice. Any thought articulated in an utterance is recoupled 
with action and experience via the belief held by an interpret- 
ing mind. Every link in this chain exhibits the three-placed 
structure which explains the representative function of signs— 
and to this extent each is itself something of the same sort as 
a sign. 
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II 


Even the semiotically transformed philosophy of consciousness 
does not, however, escape the old epistemological questions. 
How is the objectivity of experience supposed to be possible if 
the semiotically embodied mind remains caught in the spell of 
discourses and practices and bound by the chains of signs? 
How can we do justice to our intuitive understanding of reality 
as something independent of us if the truth of judgments and 
statements is mired in the rhetorical pros and cons of argu- 
mentation without end? True, Peirce destroyed two dogmas: 
the myth of the given and the illusion of truth as the certainty 
of our mental representations. But now he is faced with the 
question of whether he has not simply traded the dogmas of 
received empiricism for a second-order empiricism—a holisti- 
cally renewed empiricism on the level of sign systems, which 
we can no more get behind than we can get behind “first 
principles” or “ultimate facts.” Peirce suggests three innovative 
answers: (1) the theory of presymbolic signs, (2) the doctrine 
of synthetic inferences, and (3) the regulative idea of a final 
consensus (ultimate agreement or final opinion). 

(1) How is the objectivity of experience supposed to be 
possible? On the one hand, the contact between sign and reality 
must be established via experience, just as before; on the other 
hand, experience is absorbed by a continuum of sign-mediated 
processes. Peirce thus has to show how strings of signs, which 
can be set forth without end through logical operations of 
inference, are nonetheless able to open themselves up osmot- 
ically to reality. He has to demonstrate the possibility of an- 
choring strings of signs in reality. Along the path of a logical 
genesis of perceptual judgments, Peirce, like the late Husserl 
in Experience and Judgment, must descend into the realm of 
prepredicative experience. 

The starting point for this descent is provided by the struc- 
ture of the simple predicative sentence, which is the semiotic 
form of perceptual judgments. A proposition consists of two 
elements. One of these, the subject expression, establishes the 
relation to the object, while the other contains the predicative 
determination of that object. In light of this Peirce develops 
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the distinction between existence and reality. The two-placed 
relation between the referential term and its object is an exis- 
tential relation, which does indeed reflect the “outward clash” 
of aconfrontation with reality but does not mirror reality itself. 
For the real state of affairs is only represented by the sentence 
as a whole, including the predicate. 

Drawing the well-known distinction between symbol, index, 
and icon is then the first move in the game of a logical genesis 
of the assertoric sentence. Below the level of complete sen- 
tences—that is, those representations that are capable of being 
true or false—there are signs that stand in either a relation of 
denotation or in a relation of similarity to corresponding as- 
pects of reality. From this Peirce infers that the subject and 
predicate expressions, which must be joined together in sen- 
tences in order to fulfill an explicit representative function, are 
based upon a genetically more primitive layer of index signs 
and icons, each of which is of itself already capable of assuming 
a relation to an object and of finding an interpretant.’? These 
are nonsymbolic yet still conventional signs. 

Following this first step in the archeology of linguistic sym- 
bols, these conventional signs are augmented by three classes 
of nonconventional or natural signs. Whereas arguments, 
propositions, and terms, as well as independently appearing 
indices and iconic representations such as diagrams, still stand 
in conventional relations to their objects, those symptoms and 
analogues that Peirce introduces as “sin-signs” or “quali-signs” 
depend on a causal nexus or on preexisting similarities in 
form.® Later, Peirce further differentiates these classes of signs, 
but he never arrived at a conclusive system. That is only con- 
sistent when it is a matter of demonstrating that the roots of 
the semiotic family tree of predicative sentences branch off 
endlessly and extend down to a depth where, for the time 
being, they slip from the sight of the step-by-step process of 
abstracting from what is above. Similarly, empirical processes 
can have their roots in preconscious layers of sense stimuli and 
feelings without forfeiting the discursive character of a sign- 
mediated inferential process. 

(2) Of course, these considerations can only provide sup- 
port for experience’s claim to objectivity if the infinitesimal 
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initial phases of our prepredicative experiences elude conscious 
control or explicitly discursive processing: in a certain sense, 
the percepts force themselves on us. But these elementary 
information inputs that are vested with sensory evidence are 
no less fallible than the perceptual judgments that are obtained 
from them.® Even percepts cannot take on the role of first 
premises. Even they depend upon those limit cases of abductive 
inference that strike us in the form of lightning insights, and 
which for that reason merely conceal their fallibility from us: 


If the percept or perceptual judgment were of a nature entirely 
unrelated to abduction, one would expect, that the percept would be 
entirely free from any characters that are proper interpretations, 
while it can hardly fail to have such characters. (CP 5.184) 


Of course, these percepts and perceptual judgments run 
through the channels of practice again and again and eventu- 
ally become habitualized; they are thus capable of gelling to- 
gether with theoretical background suppositions and moral 
principles to form an unquestioned context of lifeworld cer- 
tainties (common-sense beliefs). But none of these practically 
entrenched beliefs is immune to being problematized. That is, 
only in the case of misfires, or negative experiences, does the 
contact to reality furnish a good criterion for the evaluation of 
the opinions that are invested in plans of action.!° 

If however the objectivity of experience cannot be made 
secure by an indubitable basis of information, the manner in 
which information is processed might still provide a guarantee 
of truth. Peirce regards the rules of inferential reasoning as 
the core of such a procedural rationality. As is well known, he 
reconstructs this logica utens in the form of a doctrine of syn- 
thetic inferences. I cannot pursue that further here.'! One 
reservation is nonetheless important: the circular process of 
hypothesis formation, inductive generalization, deduction, and 
renewed hypothesis formation might well lead us to expect 
that the processing of experiences will be self-correcting and 
that the growth of knowledge will be cumulative, but only if 
abduction is handled correctly. The abductive form of infer- 
ence is the real knowledge-amplifying element, but at the same 
time it is far from yielding necessary conclusions. Peirce believes 
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that considerations from probability theory can be used to show 
that induction is reliable “in the long run.” Yet, only the ra- 
tional formation of hypotheses could close the circle of induc- 
tive generalization and deduction. So the question arises once 
again, How is the objectivity of experience possible? There are 
now two possibilities. Either the doctrine of synthetic inferences 
needs an objective foundation in reality, so that it could be 
shown how nature itself directs our formation of hypotheses 
(the later Peirce would come back to this alternative). Or the 
burden of proof, which cannot be borne solely by experience 
(including the experience of practical failure) and inferential 
reasoning, has to be redistributed and relocated upon another 
link in the chain of the semiotic process: upon argumentation. 
Indeed, Peirce had always conceived of discussion as the 
“proofstone of truth” (Kant): “Upon most subjects at least suf- 
ficient experience, discussion and reasoning will bring men to 
an agreement.” (CE 3:8) He does not conceive of such discus- 
sion as a contest (CP 5.406), in which one side seeks to over- 
power the other rhetorically; it appears rather as a cooperative 
search for truth by means of the public exchange of arguments. 
Only then is discussion able to serve as a “test of dialectical 
examination.” (CP 5.392) 

(3) At first, in “The Fixation of Belief,” Peirce gives a his- 
torical grounding for the thesis that procedural rationality, 
which is effective in everyday practices and elaborated in sci- 
ence, can only develop under conditions of rational discourse: 
in modernity, the rational authority of empirically guided dis- 
cursive learning has asserted itself against the force of habits, 
thought control, and wish-fulfilling @ prior: doctrines. But an 
explanation that goes beyond such historical considerations is 
needed to explain why the inferential processing of informa- 
tion could not succeed without an exchange of arguments that 
is public and unforced. Peirce uses the tripartite structure of 
the sign itself to explain why the sign-mediated cognitive pro- 
cess requires these conditions in order to operate. 

A sign can only fulfill its representative function if, along 
with the relation to the objective world of entities, it simulta- 
neously establishes a relation to the intersubjective world of 
interpreters. The objectivity of experience is not possible with- 
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out the intersubjectivity involved in coming to mutual under- 
standing. This argument can be reconstructed in four stages. 


¢ In a distant analogy to Wittgenstein’s private-language ar- 
gument, Peirce emphasizes the internal connection between 
private experience and public communication. A private aspect 
is always attached to experience because everyone has privi- 
leged access to his own ideas (Erlebnisse). At the same time, the 
sign character of these ideas points beyond the borders of 
subjectivity. By representing something, a sign expresses some- 
thing general; therefore, it could not find an interpretant that 
might remain the exclusive possession of an individual mind. 
Everybody becomes aware of this supra-subjective partnership 
in the interpretant at the moment when he confronts the opin- 
ion of someone else and, in a flash, an error becomes apparent 
to him. 


¢ This confrontation of opinions has to take on the rational 
form of argumentation, because this form of communication 
merely makes explicit what is already implicit in every propo- 
sition. That is, the illocutionary force of the act of assertion 
indicates that the speaker makes the addressee an offer to 
support his statement with an argument, if necessary—or, as 
Peirce says, to develop an argument from the proposition. So 
rational discourse, in which a proponent defends validity claims 
against the objections of opponents, is simply the most reflex- 
ively developed form of sign processes. 


¢ Because the rules of synthetic inference cannot of themselves 
generate compelling results, and thus cannot be reproduced 
on the semantic level as algorithms, the argumentative proc- 
essing of information has to assume the form of an intersub- 
jective practice. Certainly, in argumentation the “yes” and “no” 
positions of the participants should be regulated by good rea- 
sons. Nonetheless, what may count as a “good reason” in any 
case has to be decided within argumentation itself. There is no 
higher court of appeal than the agreement of others that is 
brought about within discourse and, in this respect, is rationally 
motivated. 


* Of course, the objectivity of experience cannot be made de- 
pendent upon the agreement—no matter how rational—of a 
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contingent number of participants, i.e., a contingent agreement 
within any particular group. Better arguments, which would 
refute what is here and now held to be true by you and me, 
might emerge in different contexts or on the basis of further 
experiences. With the concept of reality, to which every rep- 
resentation necessarily refers, we presuppose something tran- 
scendent. As long as we move within a particular linguistic 
community or a particular form of life, this transcendent re- 
lation cannot be supplanted by the rational acceptability of an 
argument. Since we cannot break out of the sphere of language 
and argumentation altogether, we can only establish the ref- 
erence to reality—which is not equivalent to “existence”—by 
projecting a “transcendence from within.” This end is served 
by the counterfactual concept of a “final opinion,” or a consen- 
sus reached under ideal conditions. Peirce makes the rational 
acceptability of an assertion, and thus its truth as well, depen- 
dent upon an agreement that could be reached under the 
communicative conditions for a community of investigators 
that is extended to ideal limits in social space and historical 
time. If we understand reality as the conceptual totality of all 
assertions that are true in this sense, then we are able to do 
justice to its transcendence without having to surrender the 
internal connection between the objectivity of experience and 
the intersubjectivity of reaching mutual understanding: 


The real, then, is that which, sooner or later, information and rea- 
soning would finally result in, and which is therefore independent of 
the vagaries of me and you. Thus, the very origin of the conception 
of reality shows that this conception essentially involves the notion of 
a Community, without definite limits, and capable of a definite increase 
of knowledge. (CP 5.311) 


III 


This semiotic model of knowledge gives rise to an image of a 
rationally directed process of interpretation in which “men and 
words reciprocally educate each other.” (CE 1:497) The se- 
miotically constituted world of human beings reproduces itself 
and develops through the medium of signs. At one pole, ex- 
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perience and purposive action secure a contact with reality that 
is sign-mediated: “The elements of every concept enter into 
logical thought at the gate of perception and make their exit 
at the gate of purposive action.” (CP 5.212) At the other pole, 
the exchange of arguments takes place with regard to, and in 
anticipation of, the counterfactually presupposed conditions of 
ideal communication. At the former pole, learning processes 
occur as more or less ‘natural’ events according to the rules of 
synthetic inference; at the latter pole, these processes have 
become reflexive. They come under the direction of a con- 
scious community of investigators that supervises itself. This 
community is committed to a logic “whose essential end is to 
test the truth by reasons.” (CE 1:329) The relation of experi- 
ence to argumentation reflects the tension between “private” 
and “public.” Correspondingly, everyday action and argumen- 
tation are caught up in the tension between the certainty of 
common sense and the awareness of radical fallibility.!* 

Both common sense and science operate with the supposition 
of a reality that is independent of us. In our practices, however, 
that which we take to be unavoidable and indubitable has the 
status of an acritical certainty, although it is by no means im- 
mune a prior against objections. In the realm of argumenta- 
tively tested knowledge, on the other hand, we are conscious 
of the fallibility of every insight. In order to believe that we 
are capable of the truth nonetheless, we need the compensatory 
reference point provided by the “final opinion.” Only those 
assertions are true that would always be reaffirmed within the 
horizon of a community without definite limits. (CP 5.311) 

This semiotic model of knowledge, reality and truth, yields 
consequences for the very concepts of the sign and of inter- 
pretation. Up till now we have proceeded from the position 
that in the mind of an interpreter the sign has the effect of 
reproducing, as it were, the object which is represented by the 
sign. Strictly interpreted, this would mean 


that a representation is something which produces another represen- 
tation of the same object, and in this second or interpreting repre- 
sentation the first representation is represented as representing a 
certain object. This second representation must itself have an inter- 
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preting representation and so on ad infinitum, the whole process of 
representation never reaches a completion. (CE 3:64f.) 


Yet, such an infinite regress would only come about if the 
process of interpretation were to circle within itself, as it were, 
without continual stimulation from outside, and without dis- 
cursive processing. But this description is adequate only for 
the initial phase in which, before any experience, the interpre- 
tant relates to the “immediate object” that inheres, as it were, 
in the sign as its meaning. The actual employment of the sign 
in a particular situation, however, requires an interpretant that 
refers in view of collateral experience to the “dynamic object.” 
This object is external to the sign and demands of the inter- 
preter both sensory and practical experience, knowledge of the 
context, and discursive processing of information. Nor is the 
interpretation of a sign therein exhausted; because the inter- 
pretation aims towards an explicit representation, i.e., one that 
is capable of being true, it anticipates the possibility of a final 
interpretant. The latter refers to the object as it would be 
represented in light of an ideal consensus—that is, to the “final 
object.” Only an orientation toward truth does justice to the 
role of symbolic expressions that “represent” something, in the 
sense that interpreters can make use of them 7n order to come to 
an agreement with one another about something in the world. Under- 
standing, coming to an agreement, and knowledge refer recip- 
rocally to each other. !% 

The interpretation of signs is interwoven with the represen- 
tation of reality; for this reason, the stream of interpretations 
takes on a direction. The original text of nature does not go 
down in the maelstrom of the significant. The telos of a complete 
representation of reality is already inscribed in the structure 
of the first sign. Nonetheless, one consequence of this disturbed 
Peirce from the start: because of their semiotic constitution, 
learning processes are ultimately unable to break away from 
the circle of the signs that are given interpretations by us. In 
the end, the limits of our language remain the limits of the 
world. 

This semiotic circle closes itself off all the more inexorably 
when Peirce’s logical analysis of language is extended to include 


106 
The Turn to Pragmatics 


linguistic aspects. It then becomes apparent that in limit cases 
successful abduction also requires an innovative modification 
of language itself—a modification, that is, in the perspective 
from which we look at the world. In extreme cases, we run up 
against the limits of our comprehension, and interpretations 
that labor in vain on resilient problems begin to falter. They 
only get moving again when, in light of a new vocabulary, the 
familiar facts show themselves in a different light, so that well- 
worn problems can be posed in a completely new and more 
promising way. This world-disclosing function of the sign was 
neglected by Peirce. 

This function does not at all imply that the universalizing 
force of learning processes becomes fragmented whenever it 
runs up against the borders of a particular language or a 
concrete form of life. All languages are porous, and every 
newly disclosed aspect to the world remains an empty projec- 
tion as long as its fruitfulness does not also prove its worth in 
learning processes that are made possible by the changed per- 
spective on the world. But this interplay between linguistic 
world-constitution and innerworldly problem solving only 
highlights the question that disturbed Peirce. 

If the limits of semiosis mean the limits of the world, then 
both the system of signs and the communication among sign- 
users acquire an almost transcendental status. The structure of 
reality itself is not what is mirrored in the structure of the 
language in which subjects give a representation of the world. 
Peirce stubbornly fought against such nominalistic conse- 
quences his entire life; and it seemed to him that they could 
be avoided if the semiotic circle were not merely to encompass 
the world of subjects capable of speaking and acting but nature 
as a whole—to encompass nature and not just our interpreta- 
tion of nature. Only then would the topos of the “book of 
nature” shed its metaphorical character, and every natural phe- 
nomenon would be transformed—if not into a letter then at 
least into a sign that determines the series of its interpretants. 
Moreover, the imaginative generation of conjectures that is at 
work in all successful abduction would then only have to bring 
to consciousness what is already prefigured in natural evolu- 
tion. The synthetic inferences would obtain a fundamentum in 
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re. This semiotic idealism!* requires, of course, a naturalization 
of semiosis. The price Peirce has to pay for this is the anony- 
mization and depersonalization of the mind in which signs call 
forth their interpretants. With this metaphysical baggage, how- 
ever, Peirce overburdens his semiotics. 

I see the great achievement of Peircean semiotics in its con- 
sistent expansion of the world of symbolic forms beyond the 
borders of linguistic forms of expression. Peirce did not merely 
contrast our propositionally differentiated language with signal 
languages. He did not merely analyze those types of intention- 
ally employed indices and icons that attain independence below 
the level of linguistic signs. He showed how causal symptoms 
and spontaneous expressive gestures, as well as preexisting 
gestalt similarities, can be interpreted on the model of linguistic 
signs. He thereby opened new realms to semiotic analysis: for 
example, the extraverbal sign world, in the context of which 
our linguistic communication is embedded; the aesthetic forms 
of representation, especially the repertoire of nonpropositional 
arts; finally, the abductive decoding of a symbolically con- 
structed social world, upon which thrive our everyday com- 
municative practices, as well as characters like Sherlock Holmes 
or novels like Eco’s Name of the Rose.!° Our lifeworld, which is 
semiotically constructed from bottom up, forms a network of 
implicit meaning structures that are sedimented in signs that, 
although nonlinguistic, are nonetheless accessible to interpre- 
tation. The situations in which participants to an interaction 
orient themselves are overflowing with cues, signals, and tell- 
tale traces; at the same time, they are marked by stylistic fea- 
tures and expressive characteristics that can be intuitively 
grasped, and which reflect the “spirit” of a society, the “tinc- 
ture” of an age, the “physiognomy” of a city or of a social class. 
If Peirce’s semiotics is applied to this sphere, produced by 
human beings but by no means intentionally controlled, then it 
also becomes clear that the deciphering of implicit meaning 
structures, i.e., the understanding of meaning, is a mode of 
experience. Experience is communicative experience. Karl- 
Otto Apel, in particular, has drawn our attention to this.'® 

When we become aware of this wealth of meaning that is not 
linguistically articulated, but is instead objectivated in presym- 
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bolic and even preconventional signs, then one fact emerges 
all the more clearly: even if natural signs lack authors who give 
them meaning, still they only have meaning for interpreters 
who are masters of a language. How should they find their 
interpretants where there are no interpreters who are able to 
argue with reasons about their interpretations? Yet, just this is 
assumed by a semiotic idealism that projects semiosis into 
speechless nature. Semiotic idealism assumes that the process 
of habit-formation that is steered by the interpretation of signs 
extends far beyond the human world to include animal, veg- 
etable, and mineral. 


IV 


Peirce is convinced 


that habit is by no means exclusively a mental fact. Empirically, we 
find that some plants take habits. The stream of water that wears a 
bed for itself is forming a habit. (CP 5.492) 


A nature that has developed via a semiotic learning process 
opens its eyes and becomes a virtual participant in the conver- 
sation conducted among humans. This venerable idea obtains 
its appeal from an image of ourselves entering into conversa- 
tion with nature and unbinding the tongues of the creatures 
so far excluded from redemption. To the naturalization of 
humans there would then correspond a humanization of na- 
ture, as Marx thought. But a completely different result 
emerges out of Peirce’s semiotic reading of this legacy of Judaic 
and Protestant mysticism, romantic philosophy of nature, and 
transcendentalism: by being absorbed into an all-encompassing 
nexus of communication, the conversation among humans 
loses just what is specific to it. This becomes apparent in Peirce’s 
concept of the person, in which everything that makes a person 
into an individual is defined purely negatively, in terms of its 
difference from what is general—namely, in terms of the dis- 
tance separating error from the truth and of that dividing the 
egoist from the community.!” The individual is something 
merely subjective and egoistic: 
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The individual man, since his separate existence is manifested only 
by ignorance and error, so far as he is anything apart from his fellows, 
and from what he and they are to be, is only a negation. (CP 5.317) 


Thus, the bad legacy of Platonism is reproduced even in the 
work of the anti-Platonist Peirce. A metaphysical realism in 
regard to universals that has been set in motion turns the 
evolution of the cosmos into the bearer of an inexorable ten- 
dency towards universalization, a tendency to ever more or- 
ganization, ever more conscious control. However, the 
consequence I am examining is not explained by metaphysical 
realism per se. Rather, it only emerges from Peirce’s semiotic 
conception of the universal as a sign-mediated representation 
together with his interpretation of evolution as a learning proc- 
ess. Both allow communication, in which the tendency to univ- 
ersalization asserts itself, to be seen from only one side: 
communication is not for the sake of reaching mutual under- 
standing between ego and alter about something in the world; 
rather, interpretation only exists for the sake of the represen- 
tation and the ever more comprehensive representation of 
reality. This privileging of the sign’s representative relation to 
the world above the sign’s communicative relation to the inter- 
preter causes the full-fledged interpreter to disappear behind 
the depersonalized interpretant. 

This is made all the more feasible because the doctrine of 
synthetic inferences now finds its foundation in the laws of 
natural evolution. If the learning processes of the human spe- 
cies merely continue, in reflexive form, those of nature, then 
argumentation, or what one human being has to say to another, 
and the power of the better argument to convince, both lose 
the weight and value that are proper to them. The unforced 
agreement of individuals who hold one another accountable, 
and who are faced with opinions that differ from person to 
person, ought to issue from argumentation by virtue of the 
latter’s specific character. But this specific achievement falls 
victim to the leveling force of a universalism propelling itself 
inferentially from within reality itself. The multivocal character 
of intersubjectivity becomes an epiphenomenon. 
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It is interesting that in the end Peirce is able to picture one 
interpreter reaching agreement with another only as an emo- 
tional fusion of ego and alter: 


When I communicate my thoughts and my sentiments to a friend 
with whom I am in full sympathy, so that my feelings pass into him 
and I am conscious of what he feels, do I not live in his brain as well 
as in my own—most literally? (CE 1:498) 


In this view, the generalization of a consensus not only implies 
the dissolution of contradictions, but also the extinguishing of 
the individuality of those who are able to contradict each 
other—their disappearance within a collective representation. 
Like Durkheim, Peirce conceives of the identity of the individ- 
ual as the mirror-image of the mechanical solidarity of a group: 
“Thus every man’s soul is a special determination of the generic 
soul of the family, the class, the nation, the race to which he 
belongs.” (CE 1:499) George Herbert Mead, a pragmatist of 
the second generation, was the first to conceive language as a 
medium that socializes communicative actors only insofar as it 
simultaneously individualizes them. The collective identities of 
the family, class, and nation stand in a complementary relation 
to the unique identity of the individual; the one may not be 
absorbed by the other. Ego and alter can agree in an interpre- 
tation and share the same idea only insofar as they do not 
violate the conditions of linguistic communication but maintain 
an intersubjective relationship that requires them to orient 
themselves toward each other as first person is oriented toward 
second person. This means, however, that each must distin- 
guish himself from the other in the same way that both in 
common must distinguish themselves in the first-person plural 
from others as third persons. Were the dimension of possible 
contradiction and difference to close, then linguistic commu- 
nication would contract into a type of communion that no 
longer needs language as the means of reaching mutual 
understanding. 

Peirce once accused the Hegelians—in just the same sense 
as Feuerbach had—of neglecting the moment of Secondness, 
which expresses itself in the external resistance of existing 
objects. (CP 8.39ff.) He himself neglects that moment of Sec- 
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ondness that we encounter in communication as contradiction 
and difference, as the other individual’s “mind of his own” 
[Ecgensinn]. To be sure, when it is a matter of a great philoso- 
pher, his individuality may also be expressed in his philosophy. 
In this respect, the participants in this conference will not want 
to contradict Peirce when he says: 


Each man has his own peculiar character. It enters into all he does; 
but as it enters into all his cognition, it is a cognition of things in 
general. It is therefore the man’s philosophy, his way of regarding 
things,—that constitutes his individuality. (CE 1:501) 
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III 


Between Metaphysics and the 
Critique of Reason 


6 


The Unity of Reason in the 
Diversity of Its Voices 


“The One and the Many,” unity and plurality, designates the 
theme that has governed metaphysics from its inception. Meta- 
physics believes it can trace everything back to one. Since Plato, 
it has presented itself in its definitive forms as the doctrine of 
universal unity; theory is directed toward the one as the origin 
and ground of everything. Prior to Plotinus, this one was called 
the idea of the good or of the first mover; after him, it was 
called summum ens, the unconditioned, or absolute spirit. Dur- 
ing the last decade this theme has taken on renewed relevance. 
One side bemoans the loss of the unitary thinking of meta- 
physics and is working either on a rehabilitation of pre-Kantian 
figures of thought or on a return to metaphysics that goes 
beyond Kant.! Conversely, the other side attributes responsi- 
bility for the crises of the present to the metaphysical legacy 
left by unitary thinking within the philosophy of the subject 
and the philosophy of history. This side invokes plural histories 
and forms of life in opposition to a singular world history and 
lifeworld, the alterity of language games and discourses in 
opposition to the identity of language and dialogue, and scin- 
tillating contexts in opposition to univocally fixed meanings. 
To be sure, this protest against unity made in the name of a 
suppressed plurality expresses itself in two opposed versions. 
In the radical contextualism of a Lyotard or a Rorty, the old 
intention behind the critique of metaphysics lives on: to rescue 
the moments that had been sacrificed to idealism—the non- 
identical and the nonintegrated, the deviant and the hetero- 
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geneous, the contradictory and the conflictual, the transitory 
and the accidental.? In other contexts, on the other hand, the 
apologetics of the accidental and the abandonment of the prin- 
cipled lose their subversive traits. In these contexts, all that is 
retained is the functional significance of shielding the powers 
of tradition, which are no longer rationally defensible, against 
unseemly critical claims; the point is to provide cultural pro- 
tection for the flanks of a process of societal modernization 
that is spinning out of control.’ 

Thus, the nuanced debate surrounding the one and the 
many cannot be reduced to a simple for or against. The picture 
is made even more complex by latent elective affinities. The 
protest against the overpowering one that is made today in the 
name of an oppressed plurality allows itself at least a sympa- 
thetic detachment vis-a-vis the appearance of unitary thinking 
in renewed metaphysical form. For the fact is that radical 
contextualism itself thrives on a negative metaphysics, which 
ceaselessly circles around that which metaphysical idealism had 
always intended by the unconditioned but which it had always 
failed to achieve. But, from the functionalist perspective of a 
compensation for the burdens of societal modernization, the 
less radical form of contextualism can also get by with meta- 
physics, even though this contextualism itself no longer believes 
in the metaphysical claims to truth. The parties for and against 
the unitary thinking of metaphysics only form a clear constel- 
lation in relation to a third party, in which they detect a com- 
mon opponent. I am referring to the humanism of those who 
continue the Kantian tradition by seeking to use the philosophy 
of language to save a concept of reason that is skeptical and 
postmetaphysical, yet not defeatist.* As seen by the unitary 
thinking of metaphysics, the procedural concept of communi- 
cative reason is too weak because it discharges everything that 
has to do with content into the realm of the contingent and 
even allows one to think of reason itself as having contingently 
arisen. Yet, as seen by contextualism, this concept is too strong 
because even the borders of allegedly incommensurable worlds 
prove to be penetrable in the empirical medium of mutual 
understanding. The metaphysical priority of unity above plu- 
rality and the contextualistic priority of plurality above unity 
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are secret accomplices. My reflections point toward the thesis 
that the unity of reason only remains perceptible in the plu- 
rality of its voices—as the possibility in principle of passing 
from one language into another—a passage that, no matter 
how occasional, is still comprehensible. This possibility of mu- 
tual understanding, which is now guaranteed only procedurally 
and is realized only transitorily, forms the background for the 
existing diversity of those who encounter one another—even 
when they fail to understand each other. 

I want to begin (I) by recalling the ambiguous significance 
of the unitary thinking of metaphysics, which, in emancipating 
itself from mythological thinking that focuses on origins, still 
remains tied to the latter. Along the way, I will touch on three 
topics that have sparked the critique of metaphysics within the 
very framework of metaphysics: the relationship of identity 
and difference, the problem of what is ineffably individual, 
and the discontent with affirmative thinking—above all with 
the merely privative determinations of matter and evil. Then 
I would like to retrace (II), in the case of Kant, the turn away 
from a rational unity derived from the objective order of the 
world and toward a concept of reason as the subjective faculty 
of idealizing synthesis; admittedly, the old problem of idealism, 
how mundus intelligibilis and mundus sensibilis are to be mediated, 
returns here in a new form. Hegel, Marx, and Kierkegaard 
attempt, each in his own way, to lay claim to the medium of 
history in order to conceive of the unity of a historicized world 
as process—whether it be the unity of the world as a whole, or 
of the human world, or of the life history of the individual. 
Positivism and historicism reply to this with a new turn (III), 
this time toward the theory of science. As we see today, this 
turn prepared the way for contextualism in one version or 
another. The objections to this position draw attention in turn 
to the impossibility of circumventing the symmetrical structure 
of perspectives built into every speech situation, a structure 
that makes possible the intersubjectivity of reaching under- 
standing in language. Thus (IV), a weak and transitory unity 
of reason, which does not fall under the idealistic spell of a 
universality that triumphs over the particular and the singular, 
asserts itself in the medium of language. The theme of the one 
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and the many arises in different ways in the ontological, the 
mentalistic, and the linguistic paradigms. 


I 


“The one and the many” is the central topic in the Enneads of 
Plotinus. That work recapitulates the movement of thought 
within philosophical idealism that began with Parmenides and 
that led beyond the cognitive limits of the mythological way of 
seeing the world. To hen panta does not mean that everything 
is absorbed into one but that the many can be traced back to 
the one and can thereby be conceived as a whole, as totality. 
Through this powerful abstraction, the human mind gains an 
extramundane point of reference, a distancing perspective, 
from which the agitated in-one-another and against-one- 
another of concrete events and phenomena are joined together 
in a stable whole that is itself freed from the mutability of 
occurrences. This distancing view is then able to differentiate 
between the totality of what is and individual entities, between 
the world and what occurs within it. In turn, this distinction 
makes possible a level of explanation that is remarkably differ- 
ent from mythological narratives. The world in the singular 
refers to one origin, and indeed to one that can no longer be 
of the same sort as the original powers of mythology, which 
appear in the plural and compete with one another. The latter 
remained interwoven with the chain of generations and had 
their beginning zm time; but as presuppositionless beginning, 
the one is a first from which time and the temporal first 
emerge. 

Because every phenomenon in need of explanation must 
now be related in the last instance to the one and the whole, 
the necessity of disambiguation asserts itself—everything in- 
nerworldly must be made univocal as a being that is identical 
with itself, i.e., as an object that is in each case particular. And 
the explanation for the phenomena that have become objects 
cannot be sought at the level of the phenomena themselves but 
only in something that underlies the phenomena—in essences, 
ideas, forms, or substances, which, like the one and the whole, 
are themselves of a conceptual nature or, in the manner of the 
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archetype, at least occupy a middle ground between concepts 
and images. The one is therefore regarded as the first not only 
in the sense of the first beginning or origin but also as the first 
reason or ground, the primordial image, or the concept of the 
concept. Explanation by principles, which grasps the particular 
under the universal and derives it from a final axiom, this 
deductive mode of explanation modeled on geometry, breaks 
with the concretism of a worldview in which the particular is 
immediately enmeshed with the particular, one is mirrored in 
the other, and everything forms an extensive flat weave of 
oppositions and similarities. One could say, with Nietzsche, that 
mythology is familiar only with surface, only with appearance 
and not with essence. In opposition to that, metaphysics delves 
into the depths. 

The world religions, especially the monotheistic ones and 
Buddhism, attained a conceptual level on a par with philo- 
sophical idealism. But when they put the world as a whole at 
a distance by means of a history of salvation or of a cosmology, 
the great prophets and founders of religions were led by ques- 
tions posed ethically, whereas the Greek philosophers made the 
break with the immediacy of the narrative weave of concrete 
appearances theoretically. In this latter case, the advance from 
mythos to logos had more than socio-cognitive potential. Yet 
even the act of contemplation had an ethico-religious signifi- 
cance. A manner of living crystalized around the theoretical 
attitude of one who immerses himself in the intuition of the 
cosmos. This bios theoretikos was laden with expectations similar 
to those of the privileged paths to salvation of the wandering 
monk, of the eremite, or of the monastic brother. According 
to Plotinus, in the medium of thought the soul forms itself into 
a self, which becomes conscious of itself as a self in the recol- 
lective, reflexive intuition of the one. Henosis, the uniting of 
the philosopher with the one, for which discursive thinking 
prepares the way, is at once ecstatic self-transcendence and 
reflexive self-reassurance. The dematerializing and de-differ- 
entiating recognition of the one in the many, the concentration 
upon the one itself, and the identification with the source of 
the limitless light, with the circle of circles—all this does not 
extinguish the self but intensifies self-consciousness. Philoso- 
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phy refers to the conscious life as its telos. The identity of the 
ego forms itself in the contemplative present-ation of the iden- 
tity of the world. Thus, the thinking of the philosophy of 
origins did indeed have an emancipatory meaning. 

Metaphysics also belongs to the world-historical process de- 
scribed by Max Weber from the perspective of the sociology 
of religion as rationalization and by Karl Jaspers as the cogni- 
tive advance of the ‘axial period’ (extending from Buddha via 
Socrates and Jesus up to Mohammed).° Of course, that was a 
process of “rationalization” in an entirely different sense as 
well. From Freud to Horkheimer and Adorno, the dialectic 
inherent in metaphysical enlightenment has been retraced.® 
The spell of mythological powers and the enchantment of 
demons, which were supposed to be broken by the abstraction 
of universal, eternal, and necessary being, still live on in the 
idealistic triumph of the one over the many. The fear of un- 
controlled dangers that displayed itself in myths and magical 
practices now lodges within the controlling concepts of meta- 
physics itself. Negation, which opposed the many to the one as 
Parmenides opposed nonbeing to being, is also negation in the 
sense of a defense against deep-seated fears of death and 
frailty, of isolation and separation, of opposition and contra- 
diction, of surprise and novelty.’ This same defensiveness still 
betrays itself in the idealist devaluation of the many to mere 
appearances. As mere images of the Ideas, the surging phenom- 
ena become univocal, the surveyable parts of a harmonic order. 

The history of metaphysical thinking fuels the materialist 
suspicion that the power of mythological origins, from which 
no one can distance himself and go unpunished, is merely 
extended in idealism in a more sublime and less merciful way. 
Metaphysics labors in vain on certain key problems that seem 
to result from the rebellion of a disenfranchised plurality 
against a unity that is compulsory and, to that extent, illusory. 
From at least three perspectives, the same question is posed 
again and again: how are the one and the many, the infinite 
and the finite, related to each other? 

First, How can the one, without endangering its unity, be 
everything (Alles), if the universe (das All) is indeed composed 
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of many different things? The question of how the identity of 
identity and difference can be conceived, which was still the 
concern of Hegel’s Differenzschrift, emerges out of the problem 
of methexis in the Platonic doctrine of Ideas. Plotinus had al- 
ready incisively stated this problem with a paradoxical formu- 
lation: “The one is everything and yet not even one (among 
all things).”® The one is everything insofar as it resides in every 
individual being as its origin; yet, at the same time, insofar as 
it can preserve its unity only through its distinction from the 
otherness of each individual being, the one is also nothing 
among them all. In order to be everything, the one is thus in 
everything; at the same time, in order to remain the one itself, 
it is above everything—it both lies beyond and underlies every- 
thing innerworldly. 

Metaphysics entangles itself in such paradoxical formulations 
because, thinking ontologically, it vainly tries to subsume the 
one itself under objectifying categories; but as the origin, 
ground, and totality of all beings, the one is what first consti- 
tutes the perspective that allows the many to be objectivated as 
the plurality of beings. For this reason, it was still necessary 
for Heidegger to insist upon the ontological difference between 
Being and beings, which is supposed to guard against the 
assimilation of the one to the other. 

Plotinus transfers this paradox out of the one itself and into 
nous: only within the human faculty of cognition does the gap 
open up between discursively grasping the many and intuitively 
melting together with the one; the former process merely 
moves toward the latter. Of course, this negative ontological 
concept of the one as something effusive, which refuses all 
involvement with discursive reasoning, clears the way for a 
self-referential critique of reason that continues to hold the 
thinking of Nietzsche, Heidegger, and Derrida under the in- 
fluence of metaphysics. Whenever the one is thought of as 
absolute negativity, as withdrawal and absence, as resistance 
against propositional speech in general, the ground (Grund) of 
rationality reveals itself as an abyss (Abgrund) of the irrational. 

Second, there arises the question of whether idealism, which 
traces everything back to one and thereby devalues inner- 
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worldly beings to phenomena or images, can do justice to the 
integrity of the particular entity in its individuality and unique- 
ness. Metaphysics uses the concepts of genus and specific dif- 
ference in order to break the universal down into the 
particular. Following the genealogical model, the family tree 
of the Ideas or generic concepts branches off from each level 
of generality into specific differences, each species of which 
can in turn constitute a genus proximum for further specifica- 
tions. The particular is a particular only relative to a universal. 
For the individuation of the particular into single entities there 
are available the nonconceptual media of space, time, and mat- 
ter, as well as those accidental features through which the 
individual deviates from what is appropriate to it by virtue of 
its membership in genera and its specific differences. Thus, 
the individual remains accessible only in the accidental husk 
that clings to the core of the generically and specifically deter- 
mined being, only as something that is external and contingent. 
Metaphysical concepts break down in the face of the individual. 
In the end, this motivates John Duns Scotus to extend the 
essential all the way down to single entities. He coins the par- 
adoxical concept of haecceitas, which stamps individuation itself 
with the seal of the essential, yet which, as something that is 
itself like an essence, persists in an indifferent universality vis- 
a-vis what is truly individual. 

From its inception, idealism had hidden from itself the fact 
that the Ideas inconspicuously include within themselves the 
merely material and accidental moments of individual things, 
from which they had indeed only been abstracted. Nominalism 
exposed this contradiction and demoted substances or formae 
rerum to mere names, to signa rerum that, as it were, the knowing 
subject tacks on to things. When the modern philosophy of 
consciousness finally dissolved even desubstantialized individ- 
ual things into the material of sensation, from which the sub- 
jects themselves first form their objects, the problem of the 
ineffability of an individuality that withdraws from conceptual 
subsumption became even more acute. The critique of the 
understanding (Verstandesdenken) is motivated by the murky 
constellation joining the universal, the particular, and the in- 
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dividual. After Hegel, this is transformed into the critique of 
a form of reason that controls and identifies; it terminates in 
Adorno’s attempt to rescue the moment of the nonidentical 
from the assaults of instrumental reason.!° 

From within the movement of metaphysical thought itself 
there emerges the third theme in the critique of metaphysics— 
namely, the suspicion that all its contradictions come together 
in the venerable concept of matter; the latter constitutes the 
dross, as it were, of affirmative thinking. Should matter, to 
which innerworldly beings owe their finitude, their concretion 
in space and time, and their resistance, be determined purely 
negatively as nonbeing? Must not matter, in which the Ideas 
are supposed to be deluded and to wane into mere phenomena, 
be conceived as a principle that not only contrasts with the 
intelligible but contradicts it—not merely as privation, as a res- 
idue that is left over after the removal of all determinate being 
and all good, but as an active power of negation that first 
generates the world of appearance and evil? This question has 
been insistently repeated from a genetic perspective. Once the 
primacy of the one, which precedes and underlies everything, 
is posited—why then are there any beings at all, rather than 
nothing? The question of theodicy is simply a moral-practical 
variant of this: given the primacy of the good, from which 
everything is derived, how then does anything evil come into 
the world in the first place? Schelling still labored away on this 
question in 1804 and again in 1809 (in his treatise on human 
freedom). He set himself against the Platonic tradition, in 
which what is material or evil is represented as a mere shading, 
weakening, or diminishing of the intelligible and the good, and 
not as the principle of negating and of egoity, of closing off, 
of actively striving back into the depths. In his remarkable 
polemic against the bias toward the affirmative, against the 
purification and the harmonization of the unruly and the neg- 
ative, of what refuses itself, there also stirs an impulse to resist 
the danger of idealist apotheosis—the same impulse that di- 
rectly provides the impetus for the critique of ideology that 
extends all the way up to the pessimistic materialism of the 
early Horkheimer and to the optimistic materialism of Bloch.!! 
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II 


Schelling’s reflections already presuppose the premises of a 
philosophy of consciousness that no longer thinks of the unity 
of the many as an objective whole prior to the human mind 
but conceives of it as a result of the synthesis executed by mind 
itself. Beyond this, Schelling’s System des transzendentalen Ideal- 
mus (1800) already contains a first, partially elaborated con- 
struction of world history. Both of these elements—reason as 
the source of world-constituting ideas, and history as the medium 
through which mind carries out its synthesis—revolutionize the 
basic concepts of metaphysics and give rise to the resulting 
problems that, with the Young Hegelians, set postmetaphysical 
thinking in motion. 

It is well known that Kant connected the concept of knowl- 
edge with the synthetic accomplishments of the productive 
imagination and of the understanding, through which the 
manifold of sensations and representations are organized into 
a unity of experiences and judgments. Apprehension within 
intuition, reproduction within imagination, and recognition 
within the concept are spontaneous actions that run through 
the manifold, take up its elements, and combine them into a 
unity. Kant uses the construction of simple geometric forms 
and number series to elucidate the operation of producing unity 
in a previously unordered multiplicity. In doing this, the in- 
dependently acting subject proceeds according to fundamental 
rules, for the representation of unity cannot emerge out of the 
act of combination itself. And for their part, these synthetic 
connections in the understanding are unified by the higher- 
level synthesis of pure apperception. With this title Kant refers 
to the formal “I think,” which must be capable of accompany- 
ing all of my representations if the egological unity of a con- 
stantly identical self-consciousness is to be preserved in the 
manifold of representations. If the subject is not to forget itself 
and submerge in the stream of its lived experiences, it must 
hold itself fast as the same subject. Only this identity, which is 
produced in apprehending self-consciousness, and which is by 
no means empirically given but is instead transcendentally pre- 
supposed—only this identity permits the self-attribution of all 
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of my representations. Only through the transcendental unity 
of apperception does the manifold of my representations take 
on the general connectedness of representations that are my 
own, that belong precisely to me as the knowing subject. 

The Critique of Pure Reason thus reaches the point from 
which, in its own way, it connects with that metaphysical figure 
of thought, universal unity. That is, the transcendental unity 
of the knowing subject who relates itself to itself requires, on 
the side of what is known, a symmetrical concept of everything 
that stands over and against the subject, a transcendental con- 
cept of the world as the totality of all appearances. Kant calls 
this world-concept a cosmological idea, i.e., a concept of reason 
by means of which we make the totality of conditions in the 
world into an object. A new type of synthesis thereby comes 
into play. Cosmological ideas generate the “unconditioned syn- 
thetic unity of all conditions in general”; by aiming at the whole 
of possible experience and at the unconditioned, they follow 
principles of completeness and perfection that transcend all 
experience. This idealizing surplus distinguishes the world-con- 
stituting synthesis of reason from the synthetic accomplishments 
of the understanding, which allow us to know something in the 
world. Because the ideas are concepts that project a world, 
nothing that looks in any way like an object of experience could 
correspond to them. In relation to the world of appearances, 
they are suitable only as principles that regulate the use of the 
understanding and obligate it to the goal of systematic knowl- 
edge, that is, to theory formation that is as unitary and com- 
plete as possible. They have heuristic value for the progress of 
knowledge. 

By taking the totality of beings and making it dependent 
upon the synthetic accomplishments of the subject, Kant down- 
grades the cosmos into the object domain of the nomological 
natural sciences. The world of appearances is no longer a 
“whole organized according to ends.” Thus, although the tran- 
scendental concept of the world traces everything back to one, 
it differs from the old metaphysical concept of the world in 
that it can no longer also satisfy the need for establishing a 
meaningful organization, an organization that would absorb 
contingencies, neutralize what is negative, and calm the fear of 
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death, of isolation, and of what is simply new. In exchange, 
Kant now offers the compensation of another world, namely 
the intelligible. True, the latter remains closed off to theoretical 
knowledge, but its rational core, the moral world, is nonetheless 
attested to by the fact of the “ought.” That is, unlike the cos- 
mological idea, the idea of freedom finds support in the moral 
law; it not only regulates but determines moral action: “Reason 
is here, indeed, exercising causality, as actually bringing about 
that which its concept contains.”!? It is only the affiliated con- 
cept of a “world of rational beings” that is regulative, a world 
in which each acts as if, through his maxims, he were at all 
times a legislating member in the universal kingdom of ends. 
In this way like theoretical reason, practical reason also projects 
an unconditioned unity of all conditions in general—but this 
time the whole to which it is directed is that of an “ethical- 
civic”? commonwealth. The latter would come about by system- 
atically connecting all humans through shared objective laws. 
The world-constituting synthesis of reason once again comes 
into play, but this time its idealizing surplus does not have a 
merely heuristic meaning that guides cognition but a moral- 
practical meaning that obligates us. 

Through this doubling of the transcendentally redirected 
concept of the world, Kant solves two of the three problems 
mentioned above, upon which metaphysics had labored in vain. 
The question of how the identity of the one and the many is 
to be conceived was only an unsolvable problem under the 
constraints imposed by the conceptual strategy of an ontolog- 
ically objectifying thinking, which mixes up the world and 
beings in the world. But the transcendental illusion that the 
one and the whole must correspond to objects vanishes as soon 
as world-concepts are seen through as ideas of reason, that is, 
as the result of an idealizing synthesis. The problem of matter, 
too, is dissolved, because synthetic accomplishments are attri- 
buted to a subject that must be given its material, both in 
cognition and in action. Of course, the initial metaphysical 
question—how the one and the many or the infinite and the 
finite are related to each other—now reappears in a transcen- 
dentally modified form. The murky side-by-side status of the 
intelligible and the sensible worlds translates the old problem 
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into many new questions, questions about the relationship be- 
tween practical and pure reason, between the causality of free- 
dom and the causality of nature, between morality and legality, 
etc. Kant is unable to overcome this dualism of worlds even by 
introducing a third kind of Idea of Reason, one that places the 
consideration of nature and history under teleological per- 
spectives. For, without the solid empirical foundation provided 
by the judgments of the understanding, Ideas of this kind do 
not have even heuristic significance. Rather, they form the focus 
imaginarius for a way of viewing nature and history that treats 
them as if they were capable of constituting a kingdom of ends. 

In any case, the inherited problem of the ineffability of the 
individual remains unsolved.'? The scientific activity of the 
understanding subsumes what is particular under universal 
laws without having to worry about what is individual. No place 
remains for the ego qua individual person between the ego as 
something universal and the ego as something particular, i.e., 
between the transcendental ego as one over and against every- 
thing and the empirical ego as one among many. To the extent 
that knowledge of myself is transcendental, it encounters the 
naked identity of the ego as the formal condition for the con- 
nectedness of my representations. To the extent that this self- 
knowledge is empirical, my inner nature appears as foreign to 
me as outer nature. 

As long as a redemptive significance for the individual soul 
extended to philosophical theory as a form of life, the subject 
who devoted himself to theory did not need, within theory itself, 
to reassure himself of his unique existence; he could be satisfied 
by the promise of the salvation that was to be obtained through 
participation in the theoretical life. It was secularized confes- 
sional literature, for which Rousseau provided the great ex- 
ample, that recalled that the basic concepts of rational 
psychology had never gotten a hold on the fundamental ex- 
perience of the Judeo-Christian tradition, despite the kinship 
of metaphysics with theology. The experience to which I am 
referring is the individuating gaze of that transcendent God, 
simultaneously judging and merciful, before whom every in- 
dividual, alone and irreplaceable, must answer for his life as a 
whole. This individuating power of the consciousness of sin, 
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which could not be captured by the concepts of philosophy, 
sought for itself a different, literary form of expression in the 
autobiographical revelation of one’s life story, as the published 
documentation of an existence that has always to answer for 
itself. In addition, the theme of ineffable individuality takes on 
new relevance as historical thinking comes on the scene. 

Both romanticism and the cultural sciences that arose in its 
spirit filled the transcendental concept of the world with new 
unities in the temporal, social, and spatial dimensions: with 
(the one) history, (the one) culture, and (the one) language. 
These new singulars introduced a synthetic unity into the plu- 
rality of histories, cultures, and languages, which had until then 
been seen as products of natural growth. Herder, Humboldt, 
and Schleiermacher assumed straightaway that this synthetic 
unity resulted from an underlying mental or spiritual produc- 
tivity. And yet this synthesis must be conceived according to a 
model different from that of the construction of a straight line 
or of a number series, because in the spheres disclosed by the 
cultural sciences, the particular can no longer be subsumed 
under the universal while the individual is disregarded. It is, 
in an emphatic sense, individuals who are enmeshed in their 
histories, their forms of life, and their conversations, and who 
for their part convey something of their individuality to these 
engulfing, intersubjectively shared, yet concrete contexts. The 
particular of a specific history, culture or language stands, as 
an individual type, between the universal and the singular. It 
was with groping concepts such as these that the old historical 
school operated.!4 

It was to this stage of the debate, which had been trans- 
formed equally by Kant’s critique of metaphysics and by post- 
Kantian historical consciousness, that Hegel responded. The 
ambivalence that was only incipient in Kant emerges openly in 
Hegel’s philosophy: by taking up and radically developing the 
theme of self-critique that had issued from the movement of 
metaphysical thought, Hegel renews the unitary thinking of 
metaphysics for the last time. In demolishing Platonic idealism, 
he adds the last imposing link to the chain of tradition that 
extended through Plotinus and Augustine, Thomas, Cusanus 
and Pico, Spinoza and Leibniz; but he does this only by revi- 
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talizing the concept of universal unity in a distinctive way. 
Hegel sees his philosophy of reconciliation as an answer to the 
historical need for overcoming the diremptions of modernity 
in modernity’s own spirit. The same idealism that had denied 
any philosophical interest to the merely historical gua nonbeing 
is thereby placed under the historical conditions of the new 
era. That explains first why Hegel conceives of the one as 
absolute subject, thereby annexing the metaphysical figures of 
thought to that concept of autonomously acting subjectivity 
from which modernity draws its consciousness of freedom and, 
indeed, the whole of its characteristic normative content con- 
sisting of self-consciousness, self-determination, and self-real- 
ization. And it explains secondly why he lays claim to history as 
the only medium for the mediation of the one and the many, 
the infinite and the finite.!® 

These two aspects of his conceptual strategy compel Hegel 
to revise a premise that had remained in force from Plotinus 
to Schelling’s Jenaer Identitdts philosophie. Conceived in the terms 
of first philosophy, the one, as the ground of everything, could 
not be equated with the totality of beings. And the absolute 
had been held fast as the one itself, prior to and higher than 
everything. To this relationship between the one and the many, 
the infinite and the finite, there corresponded a subordinate 
position for a human spirit that was reflected into itself and 
already divided within itself. Characteristically, nows formed the 
first hypostasis in Plotinus: in the discursive mind, the one had 
already stepped outside itself. In place of this, Hegel now 
makes reflection itself absolute—reflection as the self-reference 
of a spirit that works its way up out of its substantiality to self- 
consciousness and which bears within itself the unity as well as 
the difference of the finite and the infinite. What had still been 
true for Schelling is inverted: the absolute subject is precisely 
not supposed to precede the world process. Rather, it exists only 
in the relationship of the finite and the infinite to each other, 
in the consuming activity of reflection itself. The absolute is 
the mediating process of a self-reference that produces itself 
unconditionally. One and all no longer stand over and against 
each other as relata; instead, it is now the relation itself, set in 
motion historically, which establishes the unity of its relata. 
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With this innovation, Hegel confronts both problems that 
Kant had bequeathed to his successors. As soon as history is 
placed on the level of metaphysics and the self-mediation of 
absolute spirit takes on the grammatical form, so to speak, of 
the historical progressive, the fractured continuity of a single 
self-formative process generates itself. This self-formative 
process sublates the dualisms of the sensible world and the 
moral world, of the constitutive and the regulative use of the 
Ideas of Reason, of form and content. Moreover, each partic- 
ular is granted the solid form of a concrete universal by 
syntheses that have congealed to shapes of spirit, and for which 
nothing provides the material other than the preceding shapes 
of spirit themselves. The concrete universal is supposed to 
allow each conceptually grasped individual to receive its due 
in exactly the same way that it allows history to be glimpsed as 
a self-formative process. Adorno’s negative dialectics can only 
sue for the recovery of the nonidentical from Hegel because 
the nonidentical was already on Hegel’s programme. 

But in the present context I am merely interested in the 
thesis that spirit falls within history. Until Hegel, metaphysical 
thinking was cosmologically oriented; nature was identical with 
the totality of beings. Now, the sphere of history is supposed 
to be integrated into this totality. Moreover, the synthetic labor 
of spirit is supposed to be performed through the medium of 
history and assimilated to the progressive form of the latter. 
Along with history, however, contingencies and uncertainties 
break into the circular, closed-off structure of unifying reason, 
and in the end these contingencies and uncertainties cannot 
be absorbed, even by a supple dialectic of reconciliation. With 
historical consciousness Hegel brought a force into play whose 
subversive power also set his own construction teetering. A 
history that takes the self-formative processes of nature and 
spirit up into itself, and that has to follow the logical forms of 
the self-explication of this spirit, becomes sublimated into the 
opposite of history. To bring it to a simple point that had 
already irritated Hegel’s contemporaries: a history with an es- 
tablished past, a predecided future, and acondemned present, 
is no longer history. 
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III 


Marx and Kierkegaard drew the moral from this. Along with 
the primacy of practice and of existence, the participant per- 
spective of the “for us” and the “for me” also takes the lead 
theoretically. Historical consciousness thereby recognizes its 
provinciality in relation to the future. The synthesis of the 
process of world history or of a life history, whether it be 
executed through social labor and revolutionary practice or 
through Christian consciousness of sin and radical choice, fol- 
lows the Kantian rather than the Hegelian model. But the 
stages run through by social formations or by one’s own exis- 
tence still obey a teleology, even if it is only to be carried to its 
end practically or existentially. A foundationalist residue ad- 
heres to Marx’s social theory and to Kierkegaard’s existential- 
dialectical writing. Since their day, it has become ever harder 
to ignore the way in which history intrudes into the structures 
of unifying reason with the contingencies of what is unfore- 
seeably new and other, and these contingencies belie all rash 
syntheses and limiting constructions. For the later nineteenth 
century, this experience made the scientistic renunciation of 
metaphysics and the withdrawal into the theory of science seem 
advisable. 

With Newton’s physics in view, Kant had already set phe- 
nomenal (which primarily means scientifically objectified) na- 
ture free from metaphysical structures of meaning; he watered 
the unity of the cosmos down to the heuristic goal of unified 
theory construction. Why, then, should history not be similarly 
released from the burden of unitary thinking in the philosophy 
of history, which was a substitute for metaphysics, and be left 
to the human sciences that had since been established? Indeed, 
unlike the nomological sciences, the hermeneutic appropria- 
tion and narrative representation of tradition no longer 
seemed to obey even the heuristic imperative of a unified de- 
scription of reality. Historicism, in any case, declared the con- 
text-dependent knowledge of the interpreter and of the 
narrator to be the domain of a plurality that escapes the claims 
of objectivity and unity for knowledge. In dualistic conceptions 
of science, which arose above all in Germany, the unity of 
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reason was removed not only from the cosmos but from sub- 
jectivity as well. Unity evaporates into a methodological ideal 
that is now supposed to be valid only for the natural sciences, 
whereas according to historicist self-understanding, a plurality 
set free from all syntheses makes relativism inevitable in the 
human sciences. In the latter arena, then, histories triumph 
over the philosophy of history, cultures and forms of life 
triumph over culture as such, and the histories of national 
languages triumph over the rational grammar of language in 
general. Interpretation and narration supercede argumenta- 
tion, multivalent (vieldeutig) meaning emancipates itself from 
simple validity, local significance is freed from the universalist 
claim to truth. 

Philosophers have seldom been satisfied with such dichoto- 
mies; every dualism prods them to an explanation. Joachim 
Ritter’s compensation theory represents such an attempt to 
come to terms with the historicist dichotomization of the sci- 
entific world.'® Ritter begins by placing the natural sciences, 
which are committed to unity and universality, in relation to 
civil society, and the human sciences, which are committed to 
plurality and individuality, in relation to personal life. Then, 
by way of these contexts of employment, he brings the two 
types of science into a complementary relationship with one 
another. The natural sciences develop the productive forces of 
an industrial society undergoing modernization; the human 
sciences look after the powers of tradition in a lifeworld threat- 
ened in its historical substance. The natural world and the 
historical world are said to form a rational and dynamic whole 
only as long as the human sciences, which specialize in narrative 
re-presentation, compensate for those losses in the lifeworld 
that are unavoidably brought about by the depersonalization 
and modernization of life conditions induced by the natural 
sciences. 

I refer to this familiar thesis because today it serves to limit 
the human sciences to the business of narration and, in the 
name of a culture of multivalence, to release them from cog- 
nitive claims of the kind connected with theory construction 
and, indeed, with argumentation in general. This moderate 
variety of contextualism includes the further thesis that the 
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lifeworld can only be protected from disintegration and civil 
war, from “hermeneutical manslaughter,” when reason, in the 
sense of an orientation toward agreement based on reasons, is 
no longer imputed to it.!? The text of the lifeworld must be 
made up of contexts alone. I do not want to dwell on the fact 
that the explanatory social sciences, together with linguistics 
and other reconstructive human sciences, find no place in the 
model of science thus established (which, incidently, Schelsky 
already noted in his own day!*). More important in the present 
context is the fact that the compensation theory itself operates 
with a concept of reason that it fails to identify. Without saying 
so, this theory relies on an anthropology that would have to 
explain why human beings require an equilibrium between 
modernization and _ historicization. Such an anthropology 
would have to indicate why a deficit of compensatory enchant- 
ment, refamiliarization, and transmission of meaning comes 
about in the first place; when the deficit grows into a “loss 
unbearable for humans”; and how it can be balanced out 
through the production of narratives by the human sciences.!° 
There is no such anthropology. And if one has any idea how 
difficult it is to come by universal statements about the human. 
being, one is almost tempted to consider a theory that is at 
least available in draft form, one which tries to use the struc- 
tures of the type of action that is oriented to mutual under- 
standing in order to explain why and when lifeworlds are in 
danger of becoming deformed under the pressure of system 
imperatives. 

Praising the many, difference, and the other may be able to 
count on acceptance today, but a mood is no substitute for 
arguments.2° Of course, postempirical theory of science has 
indeed used arguments to change the image we have of the 
sciences.?! In the wake of Kuhn, Feyerabend, Elkana, and oth- 
ers, unifying reason has been deprived of its last domain, phys- 
ics. Richard Rorty?? had only to draw the consequences from 
this to deconstruct the picture of the “mirror of nature” that 
had been derived from the philosophy of the subject and to 
relieve the natural sciences as well as epistemology from the 
requirement of unitary theory construction and the need for 
“some permanent neutral framework of all possible inquiry.”2° 
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Finally, then, even the weakest of the Kantian ideas of reason 
has been retracted. Without the spur of an idealizing world 
projection and a transcendent truth claim, objectifying science 
is swallowed up by its contingent contexts in the very same way 
as everyday practices are. In the laboratory as in life, the same 
culture of multivalence prevails once all standards of rationality 
and practices of justification claim to be nothing more than 
actually exercised conventions—nothing more “than just such 
practices.”?4 

Having arrived at the threshold of the present, I want to 
end my retrospective in the history of ideas. As it is, the impres- 
sion of a history of ideas might have been given only because 
an elaborate development of the arguments wrapped up in the 
ideas has been unnecessary for an audience of philosophical 
experts who are informed about the subject. However, in the 
matter of radical contextualism I have to become explicit. But 
first, one more comment about the shift in paradigms from 
the philosophy of consciousness to the philosophy of language. 

Of course this linguistic turn had various motives. I will name 
one: the conviction that language forms the medium for the 
historical and cultural embodiments of the human mind, and 
that a methodologically reliable analysis of mental activity must 
therefore begin with the linguistic expressions of intentional 
phenomena, instead of immediately with the latter. Now it is 
not accidental that this realm of objective spirit came into view 
from two angles, on the one side from the angle of language, 
culture, and history in general, and on the other side from the 
angle of individual national languages, cultures, and histories. 
Hence the old theme of unity and plurality comes up once 
again in the question of how these two aspects are to be brought 
into relation to each other. As before, nothing would stand in 
the way of the concept of one reason today if philosophy and 
science were able to reach through the thicket of natural lan- 
guages to the logical grammar of a single language that de- 
scribes the world, or could at least come close to this ideal in a 
promising way. In contrast, if even the reflexive activity of mind 
always remained caught in the grammatical limits of various 
particular worlds that were linguistically constituted, reason 
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would necessarily disintegrate kaleidoscopically into a multi- 
plicity of incommensurable embodiments. 

The question of how objective knowledge is possible has been 
answered by some theorists in an objectivistic and by others in 
a relativistic sense. Members of the first group reckon on an 
independent reality, toward which our interpretations finally 
converge, in the sense intended by a correspondence theory of 
truth. This group leaves intact the idea of reason that holds 
that in the long run exactly one true and complete theory 
would have to correspond to the objective world. On the other 
hand, the relativists hold a socialization theory of truth. They 
are of the opinion that every possible description only mirrors 
a particular construction of reality that inheres grammatically 
in one of various linguistic worldviews. There are no standards 
of rationality that point beyond the local commitments of the 
various universes of discourse. Both these positions are how- 
ever confronted with insurmountable difficulties. The objectiv- 
ists are faced with the problem of having to take up a 
standpoint between language and reality in order to defend 
their thesis; but they can only argue for such a null-context 
from within the context of the language they themselves use. 
On the other hand, the relativistic thesis, which concedes a 
perspectival right to every linguistically constituted view of the 
world, also cannot be put forth without a performative self- 
contradiction. So whoever absolutizes one of the two aspects of 
the linguistic medium of reason, be it its universality or its 
particularity, gets caught in aporias. Both Richard Rorty and 
Hilary Putnam want to find a way out of this situation, and I 
will link up with their discussion here.?° 

Rorty represents a contextualism that avoids the relativistic 
consequence of equal status for incommensurable standards 
and perspectives. If he did not, he would have to explain how 
a kind of truth extending beyond the perspective of our West- 
ern traditions could be thought to accrue to the perspectivistic 
thesis itself. Rorty recognizes that contextualism must be cau- 
tiously formulated in order to be radical. The contextualist must 
exercise caution in order not to take that which he may assert 
as a participant within a specific historical linguistic community 
and a corresponding cultural form of life and translate it into 
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a statement made from the third-person perspective of an 
observer. The radical contextualist claims only that it is point- 
less to uphold the distinction, going back to Plato, between 
knowledge and opinion. “True” denotes what we hold to be 
justified according to our standards in a given case. And these 
standards of rationality are simply not to be distinguished in 
type from any other standards used in our culture. Practices 
of justification, like all other social conduct, are dependent 
upon our language, our traditions, and our form of life. 
“Truth” does not signify the correspondence between state- 
ments and some X prior to all interpretations; “truth” is simply 
an expression of commendation, with which we advise those 
who speak our language to accept the conceptions that we hold 
to be justified. Rorty explains the objectivity of knowledge in 
terms of the intersubjectivity of an agreement based, in good 
Wittgensteinian manner, on agreement in our language, our 
factually shared form of life. He replaces the aspiration to 
objectivity with the aspiration to solidarity within the linguistic 
community to which he contingently belongs. The cautious 
contextualist is not going to extend his lifeworld into the ab- 
stract; he must not dream of an ideal community of all those 
who communicate (Apel), freed from their provinciality, as 
Peirce and Mead dreamed of the ultimate community. He must 
rigorously avoid every idealization, and it would be for the best 
if he did without the concept of rationality altogether. For 
“rationality” is a limit concept with normative content, one 
which passes beyond the borders of every local community and 
moves in the direction of a universal one.”6 

An idealization of this sort, which conceives of truth as ac- 
ceptability grounded in reasons under certain demanding con- 
ditions, would constitute a perspective that would in turn point 
beyond the practices of justification that are contingently es- 
tablished among us, one that would distance us from these 
practices. According to Rorty, that is not possible without a 
backslide into objectivism. The contextualist should not let him- 
self be lured out of his participant perspective—even when the 
price he has to pay for this is admitted ethnocentrism. He 
admits that we have to privilege the interpretive horizon of 
our own linguistic community, although there can be no non- 
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circular justification for this. But this ethnocentric standpoint 
only means that we have to test all alien conceptions in light 
of our own standards.*” Confronting this position, Hilary Put- 
nam shows that an idealizing concept of truth or of validity in 
general is both necessary and possible without objectivistic 
fallacies. 

Putnam establishes the unavoidability of an idealizing con- 
ceptual construction with the following argument. If the dis- 
tinction between a conception that is held to be true here and 
now and a conception that is true, i.e., one that is acceptable 
under idealized conditions, collapses, then we cannot explain 
why we are able to learn reflexively, that is, are able also to 
improve our own standards of rationality. The dimension in 
which self-distancing and self-critique are possible, and in 
which our well-worn practices of justification can thereby be 
transcended and reformed, is closed off as soon as that which 
is rationally valid collapses into that which is socially current. 
To this Rorty would reply that of course someone could at any 
time come up with new evidence, better ideas, or a novel vo- 
cabulary; in order to take that into account, however, we should 
not hold our conceptions, which are always only locally justi- 
fied, to be “true” in an objectivistic sense. But the objectivistic 
alternative invoked by Rorty does not pose itself for Putnam. 
Rorty once said that for him the aspiration to objectivity is not 
the desire to flee from one’s own linguistic community but 
simply the desire for as much intersubjective agreement as 
possible, namely, the desire to expand the referent of “for us” 
to the greatest possible extent.?* In light of this intuition, I 
would reformulate Putnam’s objection as follows: can we ex- 
plain the possibility of the critique and self-critique of estab- 
lished practices of justification at all if we do not take the idea 
of the expansion of our interpretive horizon seriously as an 
idea, and if we do not connect this idea with the intersubjectivity 
of an agreement that allows precisely for the distinction be- 
tween what is current “for us” and what is current “for them”? 

Putnam and (in a penetrating contribution to the relativism 
controversy) Thomas McCarthy rightfully insist upon the ex- 
istence of a symmetrical relationship between “us” and “them” 
in the exemplary cases of intercultural or historical under- 
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standing, in which rival conceptions collide not only with each 
other but with conflicting standards of rationality as well.?® The 
cautious contextualist’s ethnocentrism, admitted by Rorty, can- 
not but fail to capture the symmetry among the claims and 
perspectives of all participants in a dialogue because it describes 
the process of understanding as an assimilative incorporation 
of what is alien into our (expanded) interpretive horizon. But 
in a situation of profound disagreement, it is not only necessary 
for “them” to try to understand things from “our” perspective, 
“we” have to try in the same manner to grasp things from 
“their” perspective. They would never seriously get a chance 
to learn from us if we did not have the chance to learn from 
them, and we only become aware of the limits of “our” knowl- 
edge through the faltering of “their” learning processes. The 
merging of interpretive horizons, which according to Gadamer 
is the goal of every process of reaching understanding, does 
not signify an assimilation to “us”; rather, it must mean a 
convergence, steered through learning, of “our” perspective 
and “their” perspective—no matter whether “they” or “we” or 
both sides have to reformulate established practices of justifi- 
cation to a greater or lesser extent. For learning itself belongs 
neither to us nor to them; both sides are caught up in it in this 
same way. Even in the most difficult processes of reaching 
understanding, all parties appeal to the common reference 
point of a possible consensus, even if this reference point is 
projected in each case from within their own contexts. For, 
although they may be interpreted in various ways and applied 
according to different criteria, concepts like truth, rationality, 
or justification play the same grammatical role in every linguistic 
community. 

Certainly, some cultures have had more practice than others 
at distancing themselves from themselves.*° But all languages 
offer the possibility of distinguishing between what is true and 
what we hold to be true. The supposition of a common objective 
world is built into the pragmatics of every single linguistic 
usage. And the dialogue roles of every speech situation enforce 
a symmetry in participant perspectives. They open up both the 
possibility for ego to adopt the perspective of alter and vice 
versa, and the exchangeability of the participant’s and the ob- 
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server's perspectives. By no means do these universal prag- 
matic presuppositions of communicative action suggest the 
objectivistic fallacy according to which we could take up the 
extramundane standpoint of a subject removed from the 
world, help ourselves to an ideal language that is context-free 
and appears in the singular, and thereby make infallible, ex- 
haustive, and thus definitive statements which, having neither 
the capacity nor the need for a commentary, would pull the 
plug on their own effective history. From the possibility of 
reaching understanding linguistically, we can read off a con- 
cept of situated reason that is given voice in validity claims that 
are both context-dependent and transcendent: “Reason is, in 
this sense, both immanent (not to be found outside of concrete 
language games and institutions) and transcendent (a regula- 
tive idea that we use to criticize the conduct of all activities and 
institutions).”3! To put it into my own words: the validity 
claimed for propositions and norms transcends spaces and 
times, but in each actual case the claim is raised here and now, 
in a specific context, and accepted or rejected with real impli- 
cations for social interaction.*? 


IV 


The linguistic turn did transform reason and unitary thinking, 
but it did not drive them out of the philosophical discussion, 
as is shown by the outcome of the controversy surrounding 
both versions of contextualism. All the same, contextualism has 
become a manifestation of the spirit of the times. Transcen- 
dental thinking once concerned itself with a stable stock of 
forms for which there were no recognizable alternatives. To- 
day, in contrast, the experience of contingency is a whirlpool 
into which everything is pulled: everything could also be oth- 
erwise, the categories of the understanding, the principles of 
socialization and of morals, the constitution of subjectivity, the 
foundation of rationality itself. There are good reasons for 
this. Communicative reason, too, treats almost everything as 
contingent, even the conditions for the emergence of its own 
linguistic medium. But for everything that claims validity within 
linguistically structured forms of life, the structures of possible 
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mutual understanding in language constitute something that 
cannot be gotten around. 

All the same, the postmodern mood is making its mark, all 
the way into the detective novel and onto the back-cover blurb. 
The publisher extols Enzensberger’s new book with the notice 
that he enlists what is irregular against the project of homog- 
enization, the margins against the center of power, living from 
difference against unity—Derrida’s jargon migrates into com- 
modity aesthetics. And a well-known author of detective stories 
has the thematic thread of his fable unravel in the confusion 
of a rich variety of contexts, to the extent that the genre-specific 
distinction between perpetrator and victim becomes unrecog- 
nizable in the weave of many small differences—after a sym- 
pathetic talk with the likeable murderer, who is finally caught, 
the police neither report him nor prosecute him.*? Repulsion 
towards the One and veneration of difference and the Other 
obscures the dialectical connection between them. For the tran- 
sitory unity that is generated in the porous and refracted in- 
tersubjectivity of a linguistically mediated consensus not only 
supports but furthers and accelerates the pluralization of forms 
of life and the individualization of lifestyles. More discourse 
means more contradiction and difference. The more abstract 
the agreements become, the more diverse the disagreements 
with which we can nonviolently live. And yet in the consciousness 
of the public, the idea of unity is still linked to the consequence 
of a forced integration of the many. Greater universalism is 
still treated as the enemy of individualism, not as what makes 
it possible. The attribution of identical meanings is still treated 
as the injury of metaphorical multivalence, not as its necessary 
condition. The unity of reason is still treated as repression, not 
as the source of the diversity of its voices. The background for 
this anxiety is still formed by the false suggestions of a unitary 
thinking that was left behind one-hundred-fifty years ago— 
just as if it were necessary today, as it was for the first gener- 
ation of Hegel’s students, to defend ourselves against the pre- 
dominance of the great masters of metaphysics. 

The reasons for this attitude appear to reside in society 
rather than in philosophy itself. For society has indeed become 
so complex that it can hardly still be made transparent from 
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within as the dynamic whole of a structural organization. The 
functionally differentiated society is decentered; the state no 
longer forms the political apex in which the functions relevant 
to the whole of society could be united; everything appears to 
have become part of the periphery. The economy and public 
administration have in fact expanded beyond the horizons of 
the lifeworld. These media-steered subsystems have congealed 
into a second nature. As depersonalized networks of commu- 
nication, they recede from the intuitive knowledge of members, 
who are shunted aside into the environment of these systems. 
It thus seems plausible to treat society, which can no longer be 
grasped through narratives, in a way similar to that in which 
nature has been treated, to entrust it to an objectifying social 
science—now, of course, with the result that our self-under- 
standing is immediately affected. That is, to the extent that the 
objectifying descriptions of society migrate into the lifeworld, 
we become alienated from ourselves as communicatively acting 
subjects. It is this self-objectification that transforms the per- 
ception of heightened societal complexity into the experience 
of being delivered over to sheer contingencies. All referents 
for coping with these contingencies have been lost—both the 
societal subject and transcendental consciousness have long 
since slipped away from us, the anxious members of the high- 
risk society. 

The resulting discouragement is expressed in the radically 
contextualist processing of paralyzing experiences with contin- 
gency. But this discouragement will shed its character of being 
unavoidable if it is possible to defend and make fruitful for 
social theory a concept of reason that attends to the phenom- 
enon of the lifeworld and permits the outmoded concept of 
the “consciousness of society as a whole” (which comes from 
the philosophy of the subject and finds no foothold in modern 
societies) to be reformulated on the basis of a theory of inter- 
subjectivity. Even the decentered society cannot do without the 
reference point provided by the projected unity of an inter- 
subjectively formed common will. I cannot pursue this thought 
further here. It signals, however, the practical implications 
resulting from the transformation of the unitary thinking of 
metaphysics and from the controversy surrounding contex- 
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tualism. I have gone into this controversy with the intention of 
rendering plausible a weak but not defeatistic concept of lin- 
guistically embodied reason. I want to close with a few brief 
theses relating to (1) the transformed status of the debate, and 
to (2) the question of what still remains of the normative con- 
tent of metaphysics “at the moment of its downfall” (Adorno). 

(1) The concept of reason that is identified in the presup- 
positions of action oriented toward mutual understanding frees 
us from the dilemma of having to choose between Kant and 
Hegel. Communicative reason is neither incorporeal, like the 
spontaneity of a subjectivity that is world-constituting yet itself 
without a world (weltlos), nor does it twist history into a circular 
teleology for the sake of the absolute self-mediation of a his- 
toricized spirit. The transcendental gap between the intelligible 
and the empirical worlds no longer has to be overcome through 
the philosophy of nature and the philosophy of history. It has 
instead been reduced to a tension transferred into the lifeworld 
of the communicative actors themselves, a tension between the 
unconditional character of context-bursting, transcendent va- 
lidity claims on the one hand and, on the other hand, the 
factual character of the context-dependent “yes” and “no” po- 
sitions that create social facts in situ. Kant’s irreconcilable 
worlds, the objective world of appearances and the moral world 
of autonomous action, shed their transcendental-ontological 
dignity. Together with the inner world of the empirical subject, 
they return in everyday communicative practice as more or less 
trivial suppositions of commonality that make possible the cog- 
nitive, the regulative, and the expressive uses of language, and 
thus the relation to “something in the world.” 

Yet, beyond this, communicatively acting subjects are freed 
from the work of world-constituting syntheses. They already 
find themselves within the context of a lifeworld that makes 
their communicative actions possible, just as it is in turn main- 
tained through the medium of these processes of reaching 
understanding. This background, which is presupposed in 
communicative action, constitutes a totality that is implicit and 
that comes along prereflexively—one that crumbles the mo- 
ment it is thematized; it remains a totality only in the form of 
implicit, intuitively presupposed background knowledge. Tak- 
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ing the unity of the lifeworld, which is only known subcon- 
sciously, and projecting it in an objectifying manner onto the 
level of explicit knowledge is the operation that has been re- 
sponsible for mythological, religious, and also of course meta- 
physical worldviews. With criticizable validity claims, and with 
the ability to orient oneself toward validity claims, everyday 
practice becomes permeated with idealizations that neverthe- 
less set the stage for social facts. The ideas of meaning-identity, 
truth, justice, sincerity, and accountability leave their marks 
here. Yet they retain world-constituting power only as heuristic 
ideas of reason; they lend unity and organization to the situa- 
tion interpretations that participants negotiate with each other. 
A transcendental illusion arises therefrom only when the to- 
tality of the lifeworld, presupposed as a background in every- 
day practice, is hypostatized as the speculative idea of the One 
and All, or as the transcendental idea of a mental spontaneity 
that brings everything forth out of itself. 

The concept of pragmatic, yet unavoidable and idealizing 
presuppositions of action oriented toward reaching under- 
standing must be differentiated according to the various bur- 
dens it has to bear. Those acting communicatively presuppose 
the lifeworld behind them in a different manner than the 
validity basis of their speech. In yet another way, understand- 
ing a thematically uttered propositional content presupposes 
understanding the associated illocutionary act, whose meaning 
‘comes along’ unthematically in the performance of the com- 
plete speech act. 

The philosophical tradition, as we have seen, has always held 
only privative concepts or negatively encircling formulas ready 
for what is individual because it has privileged the being of 
entities, the knowledge of objects, and the assertoric sentence 
or propositional content and has equated these with the com- 
prehensible. But if we assume that the only thing we can un- 
derstand is the propositional contents of assertions, then the 
individual essence—the very expression is paradoxical—un- 
avoidably eludes the infinitely many (falsely objectifying) spec- 
ifications. Since Kierkegaard we have been in a position to 
know that individuality can only be read from the traces of an 
authentic life that has been existentially drawn together into 
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some sort of an appropriated totality. The significance of in- 
dividuality discloses itself from the autobiographical perspec- 
tive, as it were, of the first-person—I alone can performatively 
lay claim to being recognized as an individual in my unique- 
ness. If we liberate this idea from the capsule of absolute 
inwardness and follow Humboldt and George Herbert Mead 
in grafting it onto the medium of a language that crosses 
processes of socialization and individuation with each other, 
then we will find the key to the solution of this final and most 
difficult of the problems left behind by metaphysics.*+ The 
performative attitude we have to take up if we want to reach 
an understanding with one another about something gives 
every speaker the possibility (which certainly has not always 
been put to use) of employing the “I” of the illocutionary act 
in such a way that it becomes linked to the comprehensible 
claim that I should be recognized as an individual person who 
cannot be replaced in taking responsibility for my own life 
history. 

(2) The concept of communicative reason is still accom- 
panied by the shadow of a transcendental illusion. Because the 
idealizing presuppositions of communicative action must not 
be hypostatized into the ideal of a future condition in which a 
definitive understanding has been reached, this concept must 
be approached in a sufficiently skeptical manner.®° A theory 
that leads us to believe in the attainability of a rational ideal 
would fall back behind the level of argumentation reached by 
Kant. It would also abandon the materialistic legacy of the 
critique of metaphysics. The moment of unconditionality that 
is preserved in the discursive concepts of a fallibilistic truth 
and morality is not an absolute, or it is at most an absolute that 
has become fluid as a critical procedure. Only with this residue 
of metaphysics can we do battle against the transfiguration of 
the world through metaphysical truths—the last trace of “Nihil 
contra Deum nisi Deus ipse.” Communicative reason is of course 
a rocking hull—but it does not go under in the sea of contin- 
gencies, even if shuddering in high seas is the only mode in 
which it ‘copes’ with these contingencies. 

This foundation is not even stable enough for a negative 
metaphysics. The latter after all continues to offer an equiva- 
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lent for the extramundane perspective of a God’s-eye view: a 
perspective radically different from the lines of sight belonging 
to innerworldly participants and observers. That is, negative 
metaphysics uses the perspective of the radical outsider, in 
which one who is mad, existentially isolated, or aesthetically 
enraptured distances himself from the world, and indeed from 
the lifeworld as a whole. These outsiders no longer have a 
language, at least no speech based on reasons, for spreading 
the message of that which they have seen. Their speechlessness 
finds words only in the empty negation of everything that 
metaphysics once affirmed with the concept of the universal 
One. In contrast, communicative reason cannot withdraw from 
the determinate negations in language, discursive as linguistic 
communication in fact is. It must therefore refrain from the 
paradoxical statements of negative metaphysics: that the whole 
is the false, that everything is contingent, that there is no 
consolation whatsoever. Communicative reason does not make 
its appearance in an aestheticized theory as the colorless neg- 
ative of a religion that provides consolation. It neither an- 
nounces the absence of consolation in a world forsaken by God, 
nor does it take it upon itself to provide any consolation. It 
does without exclusivity as well. As long as no better words for 
what religion can say are found in the medium of rational 
discourse, it will even coexist abstemiously with the former, 
neither supporting it nor combatting it. 

There is also something more in being able to do less and in 
wanting to do less than negative metaphysics entrusts to itself. 
The analysis of the necessary conditions for mutual under- 
standing in general at least allows us to develop the idea of an 
intact intersubjectivity, which makes possible both a mutual and 
constraint-free understanding among individuals in their deal- 
ings with one another and the identity of individuals who come 
to a compulsion-free understanding with themselves. This in- 
tact intersubjectivity is a glimmer of symmetrical relations 
marked by free, reciprocal recognition. But this idea must not 
be filled in as the totality of a reconciled form of life and 
projected into the future as a utopia. It contains no more, but 
also no less, than the formal characterization of the necessary 
conditions for the unforeseeable forms adopted by a life that 
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is not misspent. No prospect of such forms of life can be given 
to us, not even in the abstract, this side of prophetic teachings. 
All we know of them is that if they could be realized at all, 
they would have to be produced through our own combined 
effort and be marked by solidarity, though they need not nec- 
essarily be free of conflict. Of course, “producing” does not 
mean manufacturing according to the model of realizing in- 
tended ends. Rather, it signifies a type of emergence that can- 
not be intended, an emergence out of a cooperative endeavor 
to moderate, abolish, or prevent the suffering of vulnerable 
creatures. This endeavor is fallible, and it does fail over and 
over again. This type of producing or self-bringing-forth places 
the responsibility on our shoulders without making us less 
dependent upon the “the luck of the moment.” Connected 
with this is the modern meaning of humanism, long expressed 
in the ideas of a self-conscious life, of authentic self-realization, 
and of autonomy—a humanism that is not bent on self-asser- 
tion. This project, like the communicative reason that inspires 
it, is historically situated. It has not been made, it has taken 
shape—and it can be pursued further, or be abandoned out of 
discouragement. Above all, the project is not the property of 
philosophy. Philosophy, working together with the reconstruc- 
tive sciences, can only throw light on the situations in which 
we find ourselves. It can contribute to our learning to under- 
stand the ambivalences that we come up against as just so many 
appeals to increasing responsibilities within a diminishing 
range of options. 
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7 


Individuation through 
Socialization: On George 
Herbert Mead’s Theory of 


Subjectivity 


Durkheim was the first to observe the connection between 
societal differentiation, or what he calls the “division of labor,” 
and progressive individuation: “no one today contests the ob- 
ligatory character of the rule which orders us to be more and 
more of a person.”! This formulation harbors an ambiguity 
that reappears in the expression chosen by Parsons, “institu- 
tionalized individualism.”? On the one hand, the person is 
supposed to achieve greater freedom of choice and autonomy 
in proportion to his individuation; on the other hand, this 
extension of the degree of freedom is described deterministi- 
cally: even liberation from the stereotyping dictates of institu- 
tionalized behavioral expectations is described as a new 
normative expectation—as an institution. This flipside is con- 
ceptualized by Arnold Gehlen ironically: an individual—that’s 
an institution in one instance.? This emphatic formulation is 
supposed to indicate that the very process through which the 
individual is emancipated from the power of the universal is 
itself directed toward the subsumption of the individual under 
the universal. With this Gehlen wanted to denounce the idea 
of individuation as mere illusion; like Foucault, he wanted to 
convict modernity of an illusory self-understanding.* What is 
in fact at issue, however, is a dilemma arising from a lack of 
appropriate basic concepts. 
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Sociological interpreters lack the concepts that would enable 
them to capture descriptively a specific experience of modern- 
ity, one that is present to them intuitively. The individual is 
supposed to be distinguished as what is essential, yet it can only 
be defined as the accidental, namely, as that which deviates 
from the exemplary embodiment of a generic universal: “To 
be a person is to be an autonomous source of action. Man 
acquires this quality only insofar as there is something in him 
which . . . individualizes him, as he is something more than a 
simple incarnation of the generic type of his race and his 
group.”® Durkheim understands social individualization as a 
growth in the spontaneous forces that enable the individual to 
be himself; but he can only describe these forces in terms of 
the particularities through which the individual deviates from 
the more general determinations of his social milieu. In the 
course of time, these deviations from the normative givens of 
a relatively homogeneous group give rise to the normative 
plurality of a group that is differentiated within itself. How- 
ever, these new norms do not shed the character of being 
pregiven general determinations simply in virtue of their plur- 
alization; the individual is now subordinated to them in just 
the same way as he was previously subordinated to the behavior 
patterns of a less differentiated form of life. What was once 
accidental has now merely become the essence; individualism 
itself has become a further institution. This description, how- 
ever, conceals the specific thing that Durkheim himself actually 
intended with the expression “individualization”—the increase 
in singularity, personality, or the capacity for being oneself. 
Whether we have need of a greater or a lesser number of social 
roles for characterizing a socialized subject, every combination 
of roles, no matter how complex, has to be expressed in the 
form of a conjunction of general determinations. These pred- 
icates remain general determinations, even when they admit 
relatively many different combinations, and even when every 
individual combination applies to only a few members of a 
collectivity. 

Differences in the extent of individuation are elucidated by 
Hegel in the following manner: 
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The star is exhausted by its simple law and brings this law into 
appearance; a few specific traits characterize the configuration of the 
world of rocks; but already in the nature of plants there arises an 
infinite copiousness of the most diversified forms, transitions, hy- 
brids, and anomolies; animal organisms display a still greater range 
of difference and of interaction with the surroundings to which they 
are related; and if, finally, we rise to the spiritual and its appearance, 
we find a still infinitely wider many-sidedness of inner and outer 
existence.® 


Staying entirely within the spirit of scholasticism, Hegel con- 
ceives of degrees of “being” as also being gradations of indi- 
viduality. Of course, unlike Thomas Aquinas, Hegel also finds 
the tendency toward the progressive individuation of beings in 
the process of world history; just like the forms of nature, the 
historical formations of spirit are characterized by greater in- 
dividuality the more highly they are organized. The passage 
just cited stems from the point in the Aesthetics at which Greek 
art is introduced; this new type of art is supposed to be distin- 
guished from the symbolic art forms of the Old Empires 
through “concentrated individuality,” or the complete inter- 
penetration of the universal and the particular. For Hegel the 
idea of individuality obtains its most perfect palpable embodi- 
ment when the gods of Greek mythology are formed into 
sculptural works of art. He makes use of the concept of the 
“individual totality” in order to explain why the mere diversity 
of predicative determinations does not exhaust the essence of 
individuality. But the sociologist, who finds himself faced with 
similar problems on his own terrain, lacks an equivalent con- 
cept; he lacks the reference point that could prevent him from 
confusing processes of individualization with processes of 
differentiation. 

The only promising attempt to grasp the entire significance 
of social individualization in concepts is, I believe, initiated in 
the social psychology of George Herbert Mead. Mead makes 
the connection between differentiation within the structure of 
roles, on the one hand, and the formation of conscience and 
gain in autonomy by individuals who are socialized in increas- 
ingly differentiated conditions, on the other hand. Just as, for 
Hegel, individuation depends upon the progressive subjectiv- 
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ization of spirit, for Mead it depends upon the internalization 
of the agencies that monitor behavior, which migrate, as it 
were, from without to within. In the process of socialization, 
the growing subject takes what the reference person expects 
of him and first makes it his own, so that thereafter he can 
universalize and integrate the diverse and even contradictory 
expectations by means of abstraction; and to the extent that 
this occurs, there arises an internal center for the self-steering 
of individually accountable conduct. Such an agency of con- 
science implies 


a degree of individuation, which in turn requires a detachment from 
roles, a distance from the expectations others exact when we play 
these roles. Such detachment and individuation come about when 
there are conflicting expectations exacted, along the sequence of our 
careers and currently among our circles of significant others. Indi- 
viduation of the self results from the variety and scope of voluntary 
actions [imputed to us] which we undertake. It involves the reality of 
individual decisions and being held responsible for personal choices.’ 


In this formulation by Gerth and Mills, various aspects of 
social individualization are combined that are in need of a more 
precise analysis. What appears historically as societal differentia- 
tion is mirrored ontogenetically in the course of an ever more 
differentiated perception of, and confrontation with, diversi- 
fied and tension-filled normative expectations. The internaliz- 
ing processing of these conflicts leads to an autonomization of 
the self: to a certain extent the individual itself must first posit 
itself as a spontaneously acting (selbsttdtig) subject. To this ex- 
tent, individuality is not conceived primarily as singularity, nor 
as an ascriptive feature, but as one’s own achievement—and 
individuation is conceived as the self-realization of the individual 
(des Evnzelnen).8 Admittedly, by themselves these features 
merely recapitulate the reinterpretation of the concept of in- 
dividuality that had already been made possible when the basic 
concepts of metaphysics turned toward the philosophy of the 
subject. I see the more far-reaching contribution of Mead in 
his having taken up themes that can be found in Humboldt 
and Kierkegaard: individuation is pictured not as the self- 
realization of an independently acting subject carried out in 
isolation and freedom but as a linguistically mediated process 
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of socialization and the simultaneous constitution of a life- 
history that is conscious of itself. The identity of socialized 
individuals forms itself simultaneously in the medium of com- 
ing to an understanding with others in language and in the 
medium of coming to a life-historical and intrasubjective un- 
derstanding with oneself. Individuality forms itself in relations 
of intersubjective acknowledgement and of intersubjectively 
mediated self-understanding. 

Here as elsewhere, the decisive innovation relative to the 
philosophy of the subject was made possible through a turn to 
the pragmatics of language, a turn that concedes primacy to 
world-disclosing language—as the medium for the possibility 
of reaching understanding, for social cooperation, and for self- 
controlled learning processes—over world-generating subjec- 
tivity. For the first time, this frees up the basic concepts needed 
to capture an intuition that has long been enunciated in reli- 
gious speech. From the structure of language comes the expla- 
nation of why the human spirit is condemned to an odyssey— 
why it first finds its way to itself only on a detour via a complete 
externalization in other things and in other humans. Only at 
the greatest distance from itself does it become conscious of 
itself in its irreplaceable singularity as an individuated being 
(Wesen). 

Before I go into Mead’s conception, I would like to take a 
look at the history of the concept in order to recall how the 
“individual essence” (Wesen)—the very expression betrays the 
paradox—eludes the basic concepts of metaphysics, even in the 
form that these take on in the philosophy of consciousness. 


II 


In the specialized language of philosophy, “individual” is the 
translation of the Greek atomon; in logic it designates an object 
about which something can be stated, and in ontology it des- 
ignates a single thing or a determinate being.® The expression 
“individuality” primarily means the singularity or particularity 
of a numerical individual, and not what is atomic or indivisible. 
In this sense we call every object “individual” that can be picked 
out and recognized again among the set of possible objects as 
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being this particular one, i.e., every object that can be identi- 
fied. Since William of Occam, terms such as proper names, 
demonstratives, designations, etc., with whose aid we identify 
individual objects, have been called singular terms. In the em- 
piricist tradition space and time are regarded as principles of 
individuation: every object can be identified through space- 
time coordinates. The singularity of an object is determined 
according to the spatio-temporal identity of the relevant body. 
For instance a human being can in this way be numerically 
identified through the spatio-temporal segment that his body 
occupies. In contrast, we speak of qualitative identification when 
we denote the same human being through a determinate gene 
combination, through a social role constellation, or through a 
biographical pattern. 

Although the singularity of an object can be explicated in 
terms of a numerically ascertainable identity, I would like 
henceforth to speak of the individuality of a being only when 
this being can be distinguished from all (or at least most) other 
things through qualitative determinations. Now in the meta- 
physical tradition the properties that can be asserted or denied 
of an object have always been understood in both a logical and 
an ontological sense. Predicative determinations reflect ideal 
essences, forms, or substances, which individuate themselves 
into single things through their conjunction with material sub- 
strates. Individual chairs are thus more or less exemplary em- 
bodiments of the same idea or form, which determines the end 
for which chairs generally are supposed to be good. No matter 
how the relationship of universals to individuals is conceived, 
this idealistic conceptual approach predetermines a peculiar 
primacy of the universal over the individual. From the begin- 
ning there clings to the individual something of that dubious 
obstinacy (Eigensinn) that separates the concrete individual 
from what is universal. In German usage, especially in the older 
etymological strata, “individual” still retains something of the 
pejorative connotations relating to what is lower and peripheral 
in an existence that is dull and isolated and closed in on itself. 

This devaluation of what is individual gives expression not 
only to a socially conditioned ideology but to a philosophical 
embarrassment as well. If matter is regarded as the only prin- 
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ciple of individuation, and if matter qua nonbeing is determi- 
nate solely because it can be determined by formal substances, 
then the individuality of the single thing must remain under- 
determined. The qualitative determinations that distinguish each 
individual from other things are derived from essences or 
forms that are themselves by nature universal and cannot mark 
out the individual as unique.’ As early as late antiquity, this 
dilemma led to attempts to bestow at least the appearance of 
substantiality upon the individual by means of the determina- 
tion of its being atomic, thus of being indivisible, whole, inde- 
pendent, etc.;!! but above all it led, with the doctrine of 
accidental qualities, to the introduction of the category of the 
particular into the realm of the formal substances themselves: 
the substantia universalis and the substantia particularis were aug- 
mented by the accidens universale and the accidens particulare. 
The individual was now not only thought to be numerically 
identifiable through its connection with matter but also quali- 
tatively identifiable through various distinctions in form. This 
path led in the end to Duns Scotus, who elevated to a formal 
determination that which makes an individual into one such as 
this, Socrates into Socrates. He completes the chain of genera 
and species with a final, purely individuating determination— 
haecceitas. In this paradox of an essential determination that 
extends to every being qua individual, the universal triumphs, 
against all intentions, over the individual, which in its unique- 
ness and irreplaceability eludes the basic metaphysical concepts 
of form and matter. 

Although he does not surrender the metaphysical problem- 
atic, Leibniz bestows a positive sense upon the ineffability of 
the individual. He finds a ready support for this in the concept 
of a subjectivity that represents the world as a whole to itself; 
at the same time, he can make use of an idea derived from the 
infinitesimal calculus, namely, that of an infinite analytic con- 
vergence toward an ideal limit value. Every individual is a 
mirror of the world as a whole; it can in principle be defined 
by the conjunction of all the predicates that apply to it. Such 
a characterization constitutes the complete concept of the in- 
dividual, but because it would have to contain infinitely many 
propositions, it is never actually available to us; rather, as Kant 
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will say, it only represents an Idea of Reason. Of course, unlike 
Kant, Leibniz still insists on the ontological significance of this 
Idea of Reason. He conceives of the infinitesimally character- 
ized total individual as an individual substance in which the 
gap between infima species and underlying matter is closed: the 
material substrate disappears into the encompassing network 
of formal determinations, which penetrate and organize, con- 
sume and at the same time sublimate everything. Hence indi- 
viduals are no longer set within a spatio-temporally extended 
universe and no longer stand in external contact with each 
other. Each instead forms a totality for itself, which encloses 
everything within itself by representing as a whole the world 
from its perspective. Monads exist as individual representations 
of the entire universe. Individuating force is no longer pos- 
sessed by matter but by the transcendental circumstance that 
every representing subjectivity is centered in itself and in each 
case represents the world as a whole in a way peculiar to it. 
Thus it is not true, as it was for Plotinus, that everything is in 
One; instead, everything is mirrored in a different manner in 
every individual: 


Indeed, each Monad must be different from every other. For in 
nature there are never two beings which are perfectly alike and in 
which it is not possible to find an internal difference, or at least a 
difference founded upon an intrinsic quality.!? 


Here Leibniz introduces an ontological model for a concept 
of individual substance, a concept which, as a discursively un- 
redeemable program of exhaustive characterizations, resists 
complete explication. Hegel’s dialectical logic can be under- 
stood as the promise to redeem this program nonetheless. 
Hegel finds support for this already prepared: the statically 
reflecting monads have undergone both a transcendental- 
philosophical and an aesthetic-expressive reinterpretation as 
creative individual totalities that are caught up in self-forma- 
tion. It is now no longer the organism that serves as a model 
but the genial setting-to-work of the organic work of art. In 
the work of art, the totally organized matter has entirely be- 
come form; that is, it is so thoroughly formulated that it merges 
as a work of art with its organic form. The individual totality 
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derives from transcendental subjectivity the power of sponta- 
neously generating a world, and from aesthetic productivity it 
derives the motion of a formative process from which some- 
thing new is always emerging. Hegel is aware that he is in- 
debted for this concept to Schiller, who had taken the 
productive artist as his model for conceiving of the indivi- 
duated being.!° Just as the artist playfully reconciles form and 
matter in his work, so too does every figure (Gestalt) that has 
matured to individuality: the human being “is to turn every- 
thing that is mere form into world, and realize all his poten- 
tialities”’; at the same time, he “is to eradicate in himself 
everything that is merely world, and produce harmony in all 
its mutations; . . . he is to turn outward everything internal, 
and give form to everything external.”!4 

As before, what is individuated is here apprehended using 
the basic concepts of metaphysics; the play impulse, which 
seamlessly mediates form and matter, admittedly stands in for 
an ontological model that has yet to be conceived. In order to 
conceptualize the individual totality, which has so far only been 
circumscribed, and thereby to make the individual accessible 
to rigorous knowledge, Hegel has to explicate the connection 
among the different monads. He cannot be satisfied with the 
“intercession” of the Leibnizian God, who places the coexisting 
monads into a timelessly harmonious order. For Hegel, the 
individual totalities that are themselves already caught up in 
formative processes must also be joined together at a higher 
level through a formative process that reaches right through 
them to form a super-totality. But this absolute spirit, which 
appears in the singular, can acquire the individuality that it 
claims for itself only at the expense of the individual figures 
of spirit encased in it—just as the world spirit contests the 
individuality of world-historical individuals, whom it merely 
utilizes as means to its ends. Hegel’s philosophy of history and 
his philosophy of right merely illustrate in a drastic way some- 
thing that is generally valid: as long as the problematic of 
metaphysical unitary thinking remains in force, and as long as 
idealist modes of thought remain in use, the universal will 
triumph over the individual, which is banished to ineffability. 
Along the course of metaphysical thinking, the endangered 
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individual reveals itself at best zronically as the nonidentical— 
as the marginal that is pressed to the side and drops out of the 
running at every attempt to identify an individual as itself and 
distinguish it from all other individuals.!® 


III 


In the meantime, the philosophy of consciousness had taken 
on a new configuration with Kant, one which opened up a 
different route to that in the concept of: individuality which 
had eluded thought. With the relationship of the knowing 
subject to itself, Descartes had disclosed the realm of conscious 
phenomena and equated this self-consciousness in turn with 
the ego cogito. Thenceforth, the concept of individuality, insofar 
as it has meant more than singularity, has been associated with 
the ego as the spontaneous source of cognition and action. 
Since Kant, the transcendentally revaluated ego has been con- 
ceived simultaneously as a world-generating and autonomously 
acting subject. For the concept of individuality, however, this 
combination initially provides only the notion of a sponta- 
neously acting subjectivity. In Kantian philosophy the indivi- 
duated ego falls through the cracks, as it were, between the 
transcendental ego, which stands over and against the world 
as a whole, and the empirical ego, which finds itself already in 
the world as one among many.!® What distinguishes the indi- 
vidual from all other individuals, i.e., uniqueness and irreplace- 
ability in the emphatic sense, can at best apply to the intelligible 
ego; but as the addressee of the moral law, this latter is oriented 
precisely toward maxims that have universal validity. Further- 
more, the ego qua a subject capable of moral action is a thing- 
in-itself and thus eludes cognition, even if it could be thought 
of as completely individuated. 

Fichte is the first to hone the Kantian concepts for the prob- 
lem of individuality by reducing the transcendental accom- 
plishments of the knowing ego and the practical ego, world- 
constitution and self-determination, to the common denomi- 
nator of spontaneous activity, and by radicalizing them to the 
primordial act of self-positing. Fichte answers the question, Who 
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am I really?, with a program: I am the one into whom I make 
myself. 


Who am I, in truth? That is to say, what individual am I? And what 
is the ground, why I am ¢his individual and none other? I reply: From 
the moment that I have arrived at consciousness I am that individual 
which I make myself to be with freedom, and I am it because I make 
myself it.!7 


With this phrasing Fichte interprets the ontological process of 
individuation, which is now concentrated into the genesis of 
the ego, as an act that is practically executed (vollzogen) and at the 
same time reflexively recapitulable (nachvollzehbar); he under- 
stands it as a process of self-constitution that has gone before 
yet is comprehensible after the fact—a process that the indi- 
vidual, insofar as it comes upon itself as a spontaneously acting 
ego, must be able to attribute to itself. Kierkegaard will take 
up these ideas with his concept of self-choice (Selbstwahl). Fichte 
himself carries his thoughts a step in the direction of a theory 
of intersubjectivity. But it is Humboldt who first transfers the 
latter to the premises of the philosophy of language. 

Fichte wants to demonstrate that the ego can posit itself only 
as something individual; he wants to explain why the conscious- 
ness of individuality belongs a priori to my self-understanding 
as ego.!§ In the first act of self-consciousness, I come upon 
myself as an object, which is nonetheless supposed to be an 
ego—a free, spontaneously active subject: “As sure, therefore, 
as I am to find myself as natural product, I must also find 
myself as freely active (freitdtig). . . . [M]y self-determination 
exists without my assistance.”!? This paradoxical experience 
can be elucidated by the fact that I first confront the concept 
of my freedom through an expectation or demand that is 
directed to me by another subject: 


This requirement, or appeal, addressed to me to be spontaneously 
active, I cannot comprehend without ascribing it to an actual being 
outside of me, which intended to communicate to me such a concep- 
tion; and which is therefore capable of a conception of the concep- 
tion. But such a being is a rational being, a being positing itself as 
Ego. . . .?° 
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Because the Other confronts me with a demand that can only 
be satisfied by virtue of a free will, I experience myself as a 
being capable of spontaneous activity: “Namely, my Egohood 
and self-sufficiency generally is conditioned through the free- 
dom of the other individual. . . .”2! This intersubjective rela- 
tionship between intelligent beings, who oppose and respect 
each other as free beings, requires exactly the kind of limitation 
and self-restriction that makes the one ego as well as the other 
into an individual; for through the reciprocal relation there 
arises “a sphere of freedom, which these many separate beings 
divide amongst themselves.”?? I must oppose (entgegensetzen) 
myself as an individual to another individual and oppose this 
individual in turn to me. It is thereby shown that “a rational 
being can not self-consciously posit (setzen) itself as such, with- 
out positing itself as an individual, or as one of many rational 
beings, which many it assumes outside of it by assuming 
itself.”?8 

In all of his constructions, in the Wissenschaftslehre as in the 
Sittenlehre, Fichte takes his starting point from the circle inher- 
ent in every philosophy of consciousness: in consciously assur- 
ing itself of itself, the knowing subject unavoidably makes itself 
into an object, and it thereby falls short of itself as the ante- 
cedent source of all accomplishments of consciousness, a source 
that precedes all objectification and is absolutely subjective. In 
its spontaneous activity the ego is supposed to make itself into 
an object. Even the resolution that Fichte proposes for the 
deduction of the concept of law remains caught up in this 
initial circle. Namely, the individuation of egos, which makes 
possible an intersubjective relationship among several individ- 
uals, and therewith the encounter with an alien freedom as 
well—this individuation of egos proves in the continuation of 
the construction to be purely illusory. That is, using the con- 
cepts of the philosophy of the subject, Fichte can only define 
individuality as the restriction of oneself (Selbsteinschrénkung), 
as renunciation of the possibility of realizing one’s own free- 
dom—not as the productive cultivation of one’s own essential 
powers. Subjects can only be objects for one another, so that 
even in the reciprocally limiting influence they have on each 
other, their individuality does not reach beyond the objectivistic 
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determinations of the strategic freedom of choice whose para- 
digm is the arbitrary will of privately autonomous legal sub- 
jects. As soon as the restrictions on subjective freedom are 
deduced as legal in character, even the individuality of the 
legal subjects forfeits all significance. Like the world-generating 
transcendental ego, Fichte’s original ego comes on the scene in 
the singular, as one over and against everything; thus, “freely 
active” subjectivity, of which I want to reassure myself without 
illusion in the consciousness of myself, unveils itself in every 
individual consciousness as something universal after all—as 
Egohood in general. Since it is 


accidental to Egohood in general, that J, the individual A, am pre- 
cisely this A, and since the impulse of self-sufficiency is to be an 
impulse of Egohood in general, as such, this impulse certainly does 
not crave the self-sufficiency of the particular individual A, but of 
reason in general. . . .[I]f thes self-sufficiency can only be represented 
in the individuals A, B, C, etc., and through them; then it is necessarily 
altogether indifferent to me whether A, or B, or C represents it; . . . 
it is always reason in general which is represented, and hence my 
impulse is always satisfied.?4 


Fichte is unable to exhaust the explanatory potential of his 
proposed solution because he is forced to resolve the intersub- 
jective relationship, through which the ego is able to indivi- 
duate itself to several individuals in the first place, into a 
subject-object relationship. The problem of intersubjectivity 
cannot be solved within the limits of the philosophy of the 
subject; instead it arises ever more intractably from Husserl’s 
Fifth Cartesian Meditation through Sartre’s construction of 
Being-for-another. But Fichte himself already addresses this 
problem, namely the dynamic of reciprocal objectification that 
falls short of what is specific both to an intersubjectively shared 
understanding of language and to a communicative relation- 
ship between first person and second person.”> With his central 
argument Fichte does, it is true, lay claim to language as a 
medium through which one is able to demand independent 
activity of the other and to confront him with one’s expectation. 
But like all philosophers of consciousness, he peers right 
through language as though it were a glassy medium without 
properties. 
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Fichte opened up a new route to the concept of individuality. 
To be sure, before his intuitions could be made fruitful, they 
had to be detached from the architectonic of his Wissen- 
schaftslehre. The connection between individuality and intersub- 
jectivity would be investigated by Wilhelm von Humboldt with 
reference to the noncoercive synthesis that is carried out in the 
process of coming to an understanding in language. And the 
idea that each individual must first make itself into that which 
it is would be honed by Kierkegaard into the act of taking 
responsibility for one’s own life history. Finally, the fusion of 
world-constitution and self-determination that Fichte aimed at 
with his concept of spontaneous activity proves to be fruitful 
for the concept of an ego-identity that is claimed by me for me. 
Admittedly, before the emphatic sense of individuality can be 
completely transferred to the performative use of the personal 
pronoun in the first person, Fichte’s peculiar linkage of reflec- 
tion with the performance of an action in the act of self- 
positing, in which as it were an eye is inserted, must be disen- 
cumbered of theoretical pretensions. G. H. Mead will carry 
through these thoughts by downgrading the agency of the ego 
in the philosophy of consciousness into a “me,” into a self that 
first emerges in contexts of interaction before the eyes of an 
alter ego—and, in doing so, Mead will shift all fundamental 
philosophical concepts from the basis of consciousness to that 
of language. 


IV 


For Humboldt, language is the whole comprising the system 
of grammatical rules and speech. Itself subjectless, language 
makes possible the linguistic practice among subjects who be- 
long to a linguistic community, while at the same time it renews 
and maintains itself as a linguistic system through this practice. 
Humboldt’s interest is devoted above all to one phenomenon: 
in the process of linguistic communication, a synthetic force is 
at work that generates unity within plurality in a different man- 
ner than by way of subsuming what is manifold under a general 
rule. The construction of a number series had served Kant as 
a model for the generation of unity. This constructivistic con- 
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cept of synthesis is replaced by Humboldt with the concept of 
unforced agreement (Einigung) in conversation. In place of one 
unifying perspective, which the generative subject brings first 
to the material of sensation with its forms of intuition and 
categories and then to the stream of its own lived experiences 
with the “I think” of transcendental apperception, there now 
appears the unrelinquished difference between the perspec- 
tives from which the participants in communication reach un- 
derstanding with each other about the same thing. These 
speaker and hearer perspectives no longer converge at the 
focal point of a subjectivity centered in itself; they instead 
intersect at the focal point of language—and as this focal point 
Humboldt designates the “reciprocal conversation in which 
ideas and feelings are sincerely exchanged.” In this conversa- 
tion the “irrevocable dualism” of speech and reply, question 
and answer, utterance and response, reactivates itself each time 
anew. The smallest analytic unit is therefore the relationship 
between ego’s speech-act and alter’s taking a position. Hum- 
boldt expends great effort in analyzing the use of the personal 
pronouns; he surmises that the specific conditions for the un- 
forced synthesis of linguistically reached understanding, which 
simultaneously socializes and individuates the participants, are 
to be found in the I-you and you-me relation, which is distin- 
guished from the I-s/he and I-it relations. 

Mead will be the first to make use of the performative atti- 
tude of the first person toward the second person—and above 
all of the symmetrical you-me relationship—as the key for his 
critique of the mirror-model of the self-objectifying subject and 
its relationship to itself. Already, however, Humboldt takes his 
start here in order to illuminate the basic experience of every 
interpreter—the experience, that is, that language only appears 
in the plural of particular languages, which present themselves 
as individual totalities and yet are porous to one another. On 
the one hand, languages impress their own stamp on world- 
views and forms of life and thus make translations from one 
language into others more difficult; nonetheless, they are di- 
rected like converging rays toward the common goal of reach- 
ing universal understanding: 
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Individuality fragments, but in such a wondrous way that it awakens, 
precisely through separation, the feeling of unity, and even appears 
as a means of establishing the latter, at least in the idea. . . . For, 
struggling deep inside for that unity and universality, the human 
being seeks to overcome the dividing barriers of his individuality, yet 
must .. . heighten his individuality precisely through this struggling. 
He thus makes ever increasing advances in a striving that is in itself 
impossible. Now language comes to his aid in a truly wondrous way 
here—language, which binds together even as it distinguishes (verezn- 
zelt), and which contains within the hull of the most individual of 
expressions the possibility of universal understanding.”© 


Yet, Humboldt himself never came up with a plausible expla- 
nation for the fact that language is a mechanism that distin- 
guishes and unifies at the same time. 

Fichte had derived the individual ego from the fact that a 
distinct subject must oppose itself to the other in an intersub- 
jective relationship. The necessity of an encounter between ego 
and alter ego was supposed to result from the fact that an ego, 
which, paradoxically, has itself posited itself, is able to become 
conscious of itself only in the mode of active subjectivity. Soren 
Kierkegaard now makes this singular figure of thought—self- 
positing—so much his own that he interprets self-relation 
(Selbstbeziehung) as a relating-to-oneself (Zusichselbstverhalten), 
wherein I relate myself at the same time to an antecedent Other 
on whom this relation depends.’ To be sure, Kierkegaard no 
longer identifies this Other with the absolute ego qua the sub- 
ject of the original act of self-positing. But that means the 
problem is posed all the more acutely: how, under the contin- 
gent circumstances of a life history that he cannot himself 
choose, is a subject nonetheless supposed to be able to encoun- 
ter himself as a spontaneously acting subject, conscious of being 
the one into which he has made himself? The act of self- 
positing must now be shifted to an individual who is entangled 
in history; the historicized, situated self must return to itself 
from out of the facticity of a life that has developed naturally. 

That is only possible if the individual critically appropriates 
his own life history: in a paradoxical act, I must choose myself 
as the one who I am and want to be. Life history becomes the 
principle of individuation, but only if it is transposed by such 
an act of self-choice into an existential form for which the self 


165 
Individuation through Socialization: On Mead’s Theory of Subjectivity 


is responsible. This extraordinary decision to posit oneself, 
which as it were retroactively places the historicized self under 
one’s own direction, results in the claim of the individual to be 
identical with himself in ethical life: “Now he discovers that 
the self he chooses has a boundless multiplicity within itself 
inasmuch as it has a history, a history in which he acknowledges 
identity with himself.”?® The authentic individual has himself 
to thank for his individuation; as this determinate product of 
determinate historical surroundings, he has made himself re- 
sponsible for himself: “in choosing himself as product he can 
just as well be said to produce himself.”?? For Kierkegaard, 
spontaneous activity is tied up with the “avowal” (“Bekenntnis”) 
of individuality because it must prove itself in the recalcitrant 
material of one’s own life history: 


To a certain degree, the person who lives ethically cancels the dis- 
tinction between the accidental and the essential, for he takes re- 
sponsibility for all of himself as equally essential; but it comes back 
again, for after he has done that, he makes a distinction, but in such 
a manner that he takes an essential responsibility for excluding what 
he excludes as accidental.*° 


In the performative attitude of the subject who chooses him- 
self, the metaphysical opposition between what applies to the 
individual essentially and what applies to him accidentally loses 
all significance. 

Fichte had placed two topics on the agenda: first, individu- 
ality and linguistic intersubjectivity, second, individuality and 
life-historical identity. Humboldt and Kierkegaard took these 
topics up from a perspective that had been transformed by the 
historical mode of thinking. The one topic is linked to the 
other through the thought that the call, the demand, or 
the expectation of an Other is needed in order to awaken the 
consciousness of spontaneous activity in me. Kierkegaard’s Ei- 
ther-Or poses itself ineluctably in the conversation of the lone 
soul with God. The ethical stage of life is only the gateway to 
the religious stage, where the dialogue with oneself proves to 
be a mask behind which has been concealed the prayer, the 
dialogue with God. The Christian consciousness of sin and the 
Protestant hunger for grace therefore form the real spur for 
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the return to a life that takes on form and coherence only in 
relation to the justification, due at the Last Judgment, of an 
irreplaceable and unique existence. From Augustine to Kier- 
kegaard, the structure of a prayer was imposed on the inner 
monologues of the missionary author setting down his confes- 
sions. But already in the middle of the eighteenth century, 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau secularized the confession of sin set 
before the judging God into a self-confession, which the private 
man circulated before the reading audience of the bourgeois 
public. The prayer was deflated to a public conversation.?! 

In January 1762 Rousseau writes M. de Malesherbes four 
letters in which he presents and projects himself as the one 
who he is and who, with the will to authenticity, he wants to 
be. With growing intensity and desperation, he continues this 
existential presentation of self in his Confessions, later in the 
Dialogues, and lastly in the Reveries of a Solitary Walker. But those 
initial letters already name the communicative presuppositions 
for the public process of mercilessly reaching self-understand- 
ing and of assuring oneself of one’s own identity. Rousseau 
turns to Malesherbes with his revelations in order to justify 
himself before him: “You will pass judgment when I have said 
everything.”®? Of course, the addressee is only the represen- 
tative of an omnipresent public. The form of the letter does 
indeed indicate the private character of the contents; but the 
claim to radical sincerity with which Rousseau writes these 
letters requires unrestricted publicity. The real addressee ex- 
tends beyond the contemporary audience; it is the universal 
public of a justly judging posterity: “Whether it is to my ad- 
vantage or my disadvantage, I am not afraid of being seen as 
I am.”°? 

The religious background is indeed present, but it lingers 
only as a metaphor for an innerworldly scene, robbed of all 
transcendence, in which no one knows the author better than 
he knows himself. He alone possesses privileged access to his 
inwardness. The experience of conversion, datable according 
to time and place, is no more missing than is the thematic of 
the consciousness of sin and:the hope for redemption. But the 
profane equivalents twist the meaning of religious justification 
into the desire to be recognized before the forum of all fellow 
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human beings as the one who one is and who one wants to be: 
“I know my great faults and vividly feel all of my vices. With 
all of that, I will die without despairing in God Supreme, quite 
persuaded that of all the men whom I have known in my life, 
none has been better than I.”34 In truth Rousseau knows that 
he is dependent on the judgment of the public. He wants to 
win its recognition, without which radical self-choice would lack 
confirmation. Once the vertical axis of the prayer has tipped 
into the horizontal axis of interhuman communication, the 
individual can no longer redeem the emphatic claim to indi- 
viduality solely through the reconstructive appropriation of his 
life history; now the positions taken by others decide whether 
this reconstruction succeeds. 

From this secularized perspective, the performatively employed 
concept of individuality has been completely detached from its 
descriptive use. A totally different meaning is invested in the 
claim to individuality that is put forth by a first person in 
dialogue with a second person. Justificatory confessions, 
through which the performatively raised claim to one’s own 
identity can be authenticated, are not to be confused with the 
description, always selective, of an individual. The literary 
genre of the letter, the confession, the diary, the autobiography, 
the Bildungsroman, and the didactically recited self-reflection, 
which authors such as Rousseau and Kierkegaard favor, testi- 
fies to the transformed illocutionary mode: it is not a matter 
of reports and descriptions from the perspective of an observer, 
not even of self-observations; rather, it is a matter of interested 
presentations of self, with which a complex claim presented to 
second persons is justified—a claim to recognition of the irre- 
placeable identity of an ego manifesting itself in a conscious 
way of life. This claim is brought to bear in the performative 
attitude, and the attempt to make it plausible by means of a 
totalizing draft of one’s life will always remain fragmentary; 
but this attempt must not be confused with the never com- 
pleted descriptive endeavor of characterizing a subject through 
the totality of all statements that could apply to it. Rousseau’s 
confessions can be most properly understood as an encompas- 
sing ethical self-understanding with justificatory intent, put 
before the public in order for the public to take a position on 
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it. These confessions belong to a different genre than the 
description that a historian could give of Rousseau’s life. They 
are not measured against the truth of historical statements, but 
against the authenticity of the presentation of self. They are 
exposed, as Rousseau knows, to accusations of mauvaise foi and 
of self-deception, not simply to that of being untrue. 


Vv 


Leibniz had preserved a descriptive sense for the meaning 
content of individuality that extends beyond singularity—with 
the reservation, of course, that it is not possible to completely 
explicate the individual concept of any being. Fichte had 
brought Kant’s theoretical and practical philosophy together 
in the highest point of the originary act; hence, in Fichte the 
moments of cognition and of the performance of an action 
fuse together in the spontaneous activity of the subject that 
itself posits itself. Further discussion has shown that the se- 
mantic content of “individuality” can be salvaged only if we 
reserve this expression for performative usage and, in all de- 
scriptive contexts, employ it only with the sense of singularity. 
Our examination of the conceptual history therefore ends with 
the recommendation that we explain the meaning of the ex- 
pression “individuality” with reference to the self-understand- 
ing of a subject who is capable of speech and action, one who 
in the face of other dialogue participants presents and, if nec- 
essary, justifies himself as an irreplaceable and distinctive per- 
son. However diffuse it may remain, this self-understanding 
grounds the identity of the ego. In it, self-consciousness is 
articulated not as the self-relation of a knowing subject but as 
the ethical self-reassurance (Selbstver gewtSserung) of an accountable 
person. Standing within an intersubjectively shared lifeworld 
horizon, the individual projects himself as someone who vouches 
for the more or less clearly established continuity of a more or 
less consciously appropriated life history; in light of the indi- 
viduality he has attained, he would like to be identified, even 
in the future, as the one into whom he has made himself. In 
short, the meaning of “individuality” should be explicated in 
terms of the ethical self-understanding of a first person in 
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relation to a second person. A concept of individuality that 
points beyond mere singularity can only be possessed by one 
who knows, before himself and others, who he is and who he 
wants to be. 

To be sure, it is not entirely unproblematic to concede the 
status of knowledge to this self-understanding, when this “knowl- 
edge” is not analyzable into a finite number of propositions 
but, as a claim demanding acknowledgment, can only be illus- 
trated in the form of provisional confessions or presentations 
of self that can be extended ad hoc. What is at issue is a per- 
formative knowledge that is suc generis. Even the performative 
knowledge that a speaker expresses with the help of a perfor- 
mative clause in carrying out an illocutionary act, for example, 
only accompanies the explicit knowledge expressed in the 
propositional component as something that comes along with 
it; it can, however, be made fully into the object of a further 
constative speech act and thereby transformed into proposi- 
tional knowledge. The totalizing self-understanding of an in- 
dividual eludes such an effortless explication. Every attempt at 
the reassurance and justification of one’s own identity must 
remain fragmentary. In Rousseau’s case there were at first 
letters, then confessions, then commentaries on the confessions 
which took the form of dialogues, of diary entries, of books. 
It would be false to look on these exemplary attempts as sub- 
stitutes for a descriptive explication of the ineffable individual 
that can never be completed. For the identity-bestowing self- 
understanding of a person has no descriptive sense whatsoever; 
its sense is that of a guarantee; and the meaning of this guar- 
antee has been completely grasped by the addressee as soon as 
he knows that the other is vouching for his ability to be himself. 
The latter shows itself in turn through the continuity of a more 
or less consciously assumed life-history. 

This also explains why such a self-understanding, articulated 
in the totality of a life project, stands in need of confirmation 
by others, whether they be concrete or possible participants in 
interaction. The circumstance that Rousseau and Kierkegaard 
remained so very dependent on the positions taken toward 
them by their audiences points beyond the specific reasons that 
lay in their persons. Phenomenologically it is easy to show that 
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unendangered identity structures must be anchored in rela- 
tions of intersubjective recognition if they are to be somewhat 
secure. The explanation for this clinical fact is that the struc- 
ture for which someone assumes the guarantee with his claim 
to individuality is by no means absolutely that person’s own 
(das Eigenste einer Person)—as is suggested by the decisionistic 
conceptual framework extending from Fichte to Kierkegaard 
(and Tugendhat).*° No one can dispose over his identity as 
property. The guarantee under discussion must not be con- 
ceived according to the model of a promise through which an 
autonomous speaker binds his will; no one is able in this way to 
obligate himself to remain identical with himself or to be him- 
self. A simple circumstance explains why this does not lie solely 
within his power. The self of an ethical self-understanding is 
not the absolutely inward possession of the individual. The 
impression that it is arises from the possessive individualism of 
a philosophy of consciousness that begins with the abstract self- 
relation of the knowing subject, instead of conceiving the latter 
as result. The self of an ethical self-understanding is dependent 
upon recognition by addressees because it generates itself as a 
response to the demands of an other in the first place. Because 
others attribute accountability to me, I gradually make myself 
into the one who I have become in living together with others. 
The ego, which seems to me to be given in my self-conscious- 
ness as what is purely my own, cannot be maintained by me 
solely through my own power, as it were for me alone—it does 
not “belong” to me. Rather, this ego always retains an inter- 
subjective core because the process of individuation from which 
it emerges runs through the network of linguistically mediated 
interactions. 

G. H. Mead was the first to have thought through this inter- 
subjective model of the socially produced ego. He leaves behind 
the reflection-model of self-consciousness, according to which 
the knowing subject relates to itself as an object in order to lay 
hold of and thereby become conscious of itself. Fichte’s W2Ssen- 
schaftslehre already began with the aporias of the philosophy of 
reflection—but Mead is the first to lead the way out of them 
via an analysis of interaction, which had, however, at least been 
initiated in Fichte’s Szttenlehre. 
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VI 


Mead takes up the program of the philosophy of consciousness 
once again, albeit under the naturalistic presuppositions of 
John Dewey’s functionalist psychology. His interest in the ex- 
planation of subjectivity and self-consciousness is at first epis- 
temological, seen namely from the angle of a psychologist who 
is giving an account of the constitution of his object domain. 
That is the problematic of the early essay “The Definition of 
the Psychical” (1903). The question of the subjective world’s 
accessibility for the psychologist is joined straightaway by the 
genetic question of the conditions under which self-conscious 
life emerges. An exploratory answer is to be found in the essay 
on “Social Consciousness and the Consciousness of Meaning” 
(1910). In rapid succession further articles appear in which 
Mead works out the solution to the twofold problem of the 
self-reflexive access to consciousness and of the genesis of self- 
consciousness.*© The last essay in this series, “The Social Self” 
(1913), begins with the circle of reflection from which Fichte 
had taken his start: the “I,” which is the aspect in which the 
knowing subject comes upon itself in its self-reflection, has 
always already been objectified into a “me” that is merely ob- 
served. The self that is made into an object must indeed pre- 
suppose the spontaneous I or the self of self-reflection, but the 
latter is not given in conscious experience: 


For the moment it is presented it has passed into the objective case, 
presuming ... an “I” that observes—but an “I” that can disclose 
himself only by ceasing to be the subject for whom the object “me” 
exists.9’ 


The idea that lets Mead break out of this circle of self- 
objectifying reflection requires the transition to the paradigm 
of symbolically mediated interaction.** As long as subjectivity 
is thought of as the inward space of one’s own representations, 
a space that is disclosed when the object-representing subject 
bends back, as if in a mirror, upon its activity of representing, 
everything subjective will be accessible only in the form of 
objects of self-observation or introspection—and the subject 
itself only as a “me” objectified under this gaze. The “me” casts 
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off the reifying gaze, however, as soon as the subject appears 
not in the role of an observer but in that of a speaker and, from 
the social perspective of a hearer encountering him in dialogue, 
learns to see and to understand himself as the alter ego of 
another ego: “The self which consciously stands over against 
other selves thus becomes an object, an other to himself, 
through the very fact that he hears himself talk, and replies.”%° 

It is intuitively plausible that the manner in which I objectify 
myself as a first person in a self-relation that is mediated 
through my relation to a second person is not the same as the 
way in which I objectify myself in introspection. While intro- 
spection requires the objectifying attitude of an observer who 
confronts himself in the third person, the performative attitude 
of the speaker and hearer requires the differentiation between 
“you,” as the alter ego on my level with whom I seek to reach 
an understanding, and the “something” about which I want to 
reach an understanding with “you.” As Mead explains it, the 
actor comes upon himself as a social object in communicative 
action when he orients himself to the current I-you relationship 
and thereby encounters himself as the alter ego of his alter 
ego; Mead explicates the self of self-consciousness as this soczal 
object. In the first person of his performative attitude, the actor 
encounters himself as a second person. In this way there arises 
an entirely different “me.” Even this “me” is not, however, 
identical with the spontaneously acting “I,” which now, as be- 
fore, withdraws from every direct experience; but the “me” 
that is accessible in the performative attitude does present itself 
as the exact memory of a spontaneous state of the “I,” which 
can, moreover, be authentically read from the reaction of the 
second person. The self that is given for me through the me- 
diation of the gaze of the other upon me is the “memory image” 
of my ego, such as it has just acted in the sight of an alter ego 
and face to face with it. 

Admittedly, this construction exposes itself to the objection 
that it only applies to the reflected self-relation of a subject 
speaking with itself, but does not apply to originary self-con- 
sciousness, which must already be presupposed for the utterance 
of simple experiential sentences. According to Wittgenstein, 
utterances such as: 
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(1) I have a toothache. 
(2) I am ashamed. 
(3) Iam afraid of you. 


still retain, in spite of their propositional structure, something 
of the symptomatic character possessed by those body-bound 
expressive gestures for which they are occasionally the substi- 
tute. Even gestures, when they are employed with communi- 
cative intent as linguistic expressions, betray an intentional 
relation of the subject to itself, even though we cannot already 
attribute the reflected self-relation of “an inner conversation” 
to such a subject.*° The “me” that is supposed to have emerged 
from the adoption of the perspective of an alter ego could 
explain self-consciousness as an originary phenomenon only if 
it were inserted deeper, beneath the level of a linguistic com- 
petence that has already been acquired and used for inner 
monologues.*! In fact, Mead does presume that we have al- 
ready to presuppose self-consciousness even for the employ- 
ment of symbols with identical meaning. Let us briefly look 
back at his starting point. 

In his earliest works, Mead had followed up on ideas from 
Dewey in order to expose the “I” as the source of spontaneous 
accomplishments behind the introspectively reified “me” of 
positivistic psychology. Mead at first sought access to the sub- 
jective world through a pragmatistic concept that had been 
previously introduced by Peirce, namely the problematization 
of a conventional situation interpretation. A “problem” dis- 
turbs the execution of a plan of action that is being undertaken, 
removes the basis for the acceptance of a hitherto tried-and- 
true expectation, and gives rise to a conflict of impulses. In 
this phase of disintegration, what had been regarded by us as 
objective collapses in on itself: “the result ...is... to dislodge 
our objects from their objective position and relegate them to 
a subjective world. . . .”4? Within a world-horizon that remains 
intact, the segment of the world that has become problematic 
is robbed of its familiarity and validity; it remains behind as 
the material of the merely subjective representations and consti- 
tutes the matter from which “the psychical” is made. Thus, the 
actor becomes conscious of his subjectivity at the moment when 


174 
Between Metaphysics and the Critique of Reason 


his habitualized performance of an action is disturbed, since 
he must form better hypotheses through abduction out of the 
rubble of the invalidated representations, that is, he must re- 
construct a collapsed interpretation of the situation. In this 
way, functionalist psychology locates its object, the psychical 
itself, precisely from within the perspective of an actor who in 
the performative attitude becomes aware of his performance— 
which has been interrupted by being problematized: 


For this functional psychology an explicit definition of its subject 
matter ... is as follows: that phase of experience within which we 
are immediately conscious of conflicting impulses which rob the ob- 
ject of its character as object-stimulus, leaving us insofar in an attitude 
of subjectivity; but during which a new object-stimulus appears due 


to the reconstructive activity which is identified with the subject 
Teste 


This “definition of the psychical” is supposed to provide 
information about the phenomenon in need of elucidation, 
namely, about the subjective world of a subject who forms 
hypotheses and engages in abductive activity. Mead soon real- 
izes that this attempt at an explanation fails, for he cannot in 
this way make plausible how the subject catches sight of himself 
in the actual performance of his problem-solving accomplish- 
ment. In the moment when he notices, for example, that the 
ball is too heavy, the ditch too wide, or the weather too uncer- 
tain for risking the throw, the jump, or the stroll, the actor 
does no doubt see himself entangled in a problem, which may 
bring to consciousness the invalidation of those action premises 
that have foundered on reality; but how the problem-solving 
process itself, which leads to new action premises, could become 
conscious, remains unilluminated. Thus, Mead can explain the 
phenomenon and emergence of conscious life only after he 
has given up Dewey’s model of an isolated actor’s instrumental 
dealings with things and events and has made the transition to 
the model of several actors’ interactive dealings with each other. 

Mead expands the familiar ethological approach, which priv- 
ileges the individual organism in its species-specific environ- 
ment, with a social dimension. He concentrates on the 
relationship between several organisms (of the same species) 
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because problem-solving behavior in such interactions stands 
under conditions of double contingency. Unlike physical cir- 
cumstances such as gathering clouds, the behavioral reactions 
of a social object can also be influenced by my own behavior. 
This constellation implies, on the one hand, a perpetuation of 
the danger that my habitualized behavioral expectations might 
be problematized by the unpredictable reactions of the oppos- 
ing side; on the other hand, it promises a selective advantage 
to the side that could calculate the effects of its own behavioral 
reactions and react to the other, in an elementary sense, self- 
consciously: “A man’s reaction toward weather conditions has 
no influence upon the weather itself. . . . Successful social 
conduct [however] brings one into a field within which a con- 
sciousness of one’s own attitudes helps toward the control of 
the conduct of others.”44 This functionalistic argument directs 
attention to the situation of interaction as a place where par- 
ticular advantages of adaptation are to be expected for the 
emergence of self-consciousness. Yet, as before, the real prob- 
lem remains the following: How can a self-relation that is re- 
warded in this way arise under conditions of interaction in the 
first place, before there has developed a linguistic medium with 
speaker-hearer perspectives that would allow ego to adopt the 
role of an alter ego toward himself? The competence to speak 
with oneself already presupposes for its part an elementary 
form of self-relation. That is the reason why Mead believes he 
must redirect his analysis to the prelinguistic level of gestural 
communication. 

Nonetheless, an internal reconstruction of the conditions 
that make original self-consciousness possible can be based 
upon a prior understanding of linguistic communication. One 
organism can understand another organism’s behavioral reac- 
tion that is triggered by the first’s gesture as if it were an inter- 
pretation of this gesture. This idea of recognizing-oneself-in- 
the-other serves Mead as the key to his explanation, according 
to which the elementary form of self-relation is made possible 
by the interpretive accomplishment of another participant in 
the interaction. In order to understand Mead’s thoughts cor- 
rectly (perhaps somewhat better than he did himself), one must 
pay heed to the premise that gesture-mediated interaction is 
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still steered by instinct. Thus, in the functional circle of behav- 
ior steered by instinct, what are expressed are objective mean- 
ings that are assigned from the perspective of the observing 
ethologist, such as flight, defense, caring for others, propaga- 
tion, etc.*° The interpretation that any of one’s own behavior 
receives through the reaction of the other organism is then to 
be understood in this objective sense. At first, then, this is not 
an interpretation in the strict sense for either organism. Mead 
must recur to a further circumstance, already identified by 
Herder, in order to explain when the objective process of 
interpreting one’s own behavior through the behavioral reac- 
tion of another can be understood as interpretation by the 
actor who meets with this reaction—under the condition, 
namely, that the gesture interpreted by the other is a vocal 
gesture. 

With the vocal gesture, which both organisms perceive si- 
multaneously, the actor affects himself at the same time and in 
the same way as he affects his opposite number. This coinci- 
dence is supposed to make it possible for the one organism to 
have an effect upon itself in the same way as it does upon the 
other and thereby to learn to perceive itself exactly as it is 
perceived from the view of the other, as a social object. It learns 
to understand its own behavior from the perspective of the 
other and, specifically, in the light of the other’s interpreting 
behavioral reaction. The antecedent objective meaning of this 
interpretation of my behavior—e.g., as an emission to which a 
member of our species reacts with aggression, defensiveness, 
or submission—now becomes accessible to me as the subject of 
this emission. My vocal gesture obtains a meaning for me taken 
from the perspective of the other who reacts to it. The char- 
acter of the vocal gesture is thereby transformed. In the effect 
it has on oneself, one’s vocal gesture stands in for the behav- 
ioral reaction of one’s opposite number; it takes its provision- 
ally objective meaning from the interpreting force of this 
behavioral reaction; in that this meaning becomes accessible 
‘for me,’ however, the vocal gesture transforms itself from a 
segment of behavior into a sign substrate—the stimulus turns 
into a bearer of meaning. 
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These considerations explain why the issue covertly shifts 
for Mead, that is, how the emergence of an originary self- 
relation is connected with the transition to an evolutionarily 
new stage of communication. The actor takes the perspective 
toward himself of another participant in interaction and be- 
comes visible to himself as a social object only when he adopts 
as his own the objective meaning of his vocal gesture, which 
stimulates both sides equally. With this self-relation, the actor 
doubles himself in the instance of a “me,” which follows the 
performative “I” as a shadow—a shadow, because “I,” as the 
author of a spontaneous gesture, am given to “me” only in 
memory: “If you ask, then, where directly in your own expe- 
rience the ‘I’ comes in, the answer is that it comes in as a 
historical figure. It is what you were a second ago that is the 
‘T of the ‘me.’”46 The self of self-consciousness is not the spon- 
taneously acting “I”; the latter is given only in the refraction 
of the symbolically captured meaning that it took on for its 
interaction partner “a second ago” in the role of the alter ego: 
“The observer who accompanies all our self-conscious conduct 
is then not the actual ‘? who is responsible for the conduct in 
propria persona—he is rather the response which one makes to 
his own conduct.”4” The expression “observer” in this context 
is however misleading. For the self of the originary self-relation 
is a “me” constituted from the performative attitude of a sec- 
ond person and not one objectified from the observer per- 
spective of a third person. For this reason, original self- 
consciousness is not a phenomenon inherent in the subject but 
one that is communicatively generated. 


VII 


Until now the topic has been the epistemic self-relation, the 
relation of the problem-solving, i.e., knowing subject to itself. 
The turn to an intersubjectivistic way of looking at things leads 
in the matter of “subjectivity” to a surprising result: the con- 
sciousness that is centered, as it seems, in the ego is not some- 
thing immediate or purely inward. Rather, self-consciousness 
forms itself on the path from without to within, through the 
symbolically mediated relationship to a partner in interaction. 
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To this extent it possesses an intersubjective core; its eccentric 
position attests to the tenacious dependence of subjectivity 
upon language as the medium through which one recognizes 
oneself in the other in a nonobjectifying manner. As in Fichte, 
self-consciousness first arises out of the encounter with another 
ego confronting (entgegengesetzten) me. To this extent, the “pos- 
ited” (gesetzte) ego is comparable to the “me.” But in the natur- 
alistic view of pragmatism, this “me” appears as the form of 
mind that is higher or reflected and not as the product of an 
antecedent ego (“itself positing itself”) which withdraws from 
consciousness. Admittedly, Mead neglects the distinction be- 
tween an originary self-relation, which first makes the transi- 
tion from communication that is mediated through vocal 
gestures to communication that is genuinely linguistic, and the 
reflected self-relation that is only established in the conversa- 
tion with oneself, and that thus already presupposes linguistic 
communication. Only the latter discloses the domain of rep- 
resentations attributable to me, a domain from which the phi- 
losophy of the subject has, since Descartes, proceeded as 
something apparently ultimate. This lack of clarity may be 
connected with weaknesses in Mead’s philosophy of language, 
which I have discussed elsewhere.*® 

Equally unclear remains the important distinction between 
the epistemic self-relation (Selbstbeziehung) of the knowing subject 
and the practical relation-to-self (Selbstverhdltnis) of the acting 
subject.4? Presumably, Mead blurs this difference in his lectures 
because from the start he comprehends “knowing” as problem- 
solving practice and conceives of the cognitive self-relation as 
a function of action.5° Nonetheless, the meaning of the central 
conceptual pair “I” and “me” is surreptitiously altered as soon 
as the motivational dimension of the practical relation-to-self 
comes into play. To be sure, Mead explains the practical rela- 
tion-to-self just as he does the epistemic self-relation, on the 
basis of a reorganization of the stage of prelinguistic, instinct- 
steered interaction. Just as the epistemic self-relation emerges 
from a transition to another mode of communication, the prac- 
tical relation-to-self emerges from the transition to another 
mechanism of behavioral control. But along with these transi- 
tions, two aspects of behavioral coordination are differentiated 
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that had still coincided in the model of an instinctual reaction 
triggered by species-specific stimuli. Symbolically mediated in- 
teraction allows one to monitor and control one’s own behavior 
through self-referential cognition; this cannot, however, re- 
place the coordinative accomplishments that had previously been 
secured through a common instinctual repertoire and the cor- 
responding behavior patterns that made the actions of the one 
actor ‘fit’ those of the other. This void is now filled by norma- 
tively generalized behavioral expectations, which take the place 
of instinctual regulation; however, these norms need to be 
anchored within the acting subject through more or less inter- 
nalized social controls. 

This correspondence between social institutions and behav- 
ioral controls within the personality system is also explained by 
Mead with the aid of the familiar mechanism of taking the 
perspective of an other who, in an interactive relationship, 
takes up a performative attitude toward ego. Now, however, 
taking the other’s perspective is extended into role-taking: Ego 
takes over alter’s normative, not his cognitive expectations. To 
be sure, the process retains the same structure. Through the 
fact that I perceive myself as the social object of an other, a 
new reflexive agency is formed through which ego makes the 
behavioral expectations of others into his own. To the nor- 
mative character of these expectations, however, there corre- 
sponds a transmuted structure of this second “me” as well as a 
different function of the self-relation. The “me” of the practical 
relation-to-self is no longer the seat of an originary or reflected 
self-consciousness but an agency of self-control. Self-reflection 
here takes on the specific tasks of mobilizing motives for action 
and of internally controlling one’s own modes of behavior. 

The stages of development leading to a conventional moral 
consciousness, which is dependent upon the forms of life and 
institutions existing at a given time, need not occupy us here.®! 
Mead conceives of this “me” as the “generalized other,” i.e., as 
the behavioral expectations of one’s social surroundings that 
have, as it were, migrated into the person. The “I” in turn 
relates to this agency as a spontaneity that eludes consciousness. 
But unlike the epistemic “I,” the practical “I” forms an uncon- 
scious that makes itself noticed in two ways: as the onrush of 
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impulses that are subjected to control and as the source of 
innovations that break up and renew conventionally rigidified 
controls. The epistemic self-relation had been made possible 
by a “me” that fixed in memory the spontaneously acting “I,” 
such as it presented itself in the performative attitude of a 
second person. The practical relation-to-self is made possible 
by a “me” that places limits, from the intersubjective perspec- 
tive of a social “we,” on the impulsiveness and the creativity of 
a resistant and productive “I.” From this perspective, the “I” 
appears on the one hand as the pressure of presocial, natural 
drives, and on the other hand as the impulse of creative fan- 
tasy—or as the impetus for the innovative transformation of a 
way of seeing. This distinction should account for the experi- 
ence we have of the difference between the way in which insti- 
tutionalized forms of social intercourse are placed in question 
by the revolt of split-off motives and repressed interests, and 
the way in which they are placed in question by the intrusion 
of a revolutionarily renewed language that allows us to see the 
world with new eyes. 

In both cases, the “me” of the practical relation-to-self proves 
to be a conservative force. This agency is closely united with 
what already exists. It mirrors the forms of life and the insti- 
tutions that are practiced and recognized in a particular society. 
It functions in the consciousness of the socialized individual as 
society’s agent and drives everything that spontaneously de- 
viates out of the individual’s consciousness. At first glance it is 
counterintuitive that Mead attributes the unconscious powers 
of spontaneous deviation to an “J”—instead of to an id (or it), 
as Freud does—and that he conceives of the self of the practical 
relation-to-self, or the identity of the person, the consciousness 
of concrete duties, as the anonymous result of socializing in- 
teractions. This irritation does not disappear completely, even 
when one realizes that it is by no means a matter of arbitrary 
usage, but involves the point of the entire approach. 

The self of the epistemic self-relation does not coincide with 
the “I” as the author of spontaneous performances, but it does 
cling to the latter as closely as possible because it is held fast 
(in memory) from the perspective of a coacting, not an objec- 
tifying, alter ego. The terminus ad quem here is the recording of 
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the subject in the performance of its spontaneous accomplish- 
ments. In the practical relation-to-self, on the other hand, the 
acting subject does not want to recognize (erkennen) itself; rather, 
it wants to reassure (vergewiSsern) itself about itself as the initiator 
of an action that is attributable solely to it—in short, to become 
sure of itself as a free will. It is thus plausible to approach this 
reassurance from the perspective of the generalized other or 
the community will that we find already embodied, so to speak, 
in the intersubjectively recognized and autonomous norms and 
forms of life of our society. Only to the extent that we grow 
into these social surroundings do we constitute ourselves as 
accountably acting individuals; by internalizing social controls, 
we develop for ourselves, in our own right, the capacity either 
to follow or also to violate the expectations that are held to be 
legitimate. 

This interpretation has not yet explained, however, why 
Mead maintains the difference between the “me” and the “I” 
at all, instead of letting one be absorbed by the other. The 
socially constituted free will seems in the act of reassurance to 
be completely captured by the self of the practical relation-to- 
self. The unconscious elements of the personality that both 
withdraw from and force themselves upon this self can hardly 
lay claim to the title of an “I” as the subject of accountable 
action: “It is only by taking the roles of others that we have 
been able to come back to ourselves.”>? This insight, which is 
already valid for the epistemic self-relation, takes on a partic- 
ular nuance for the practical relation-to-self. For the self of 
the practical relation-to-self is not a memory shadow trailing 
an antecedent spontaneity; it is a will that, solely as a result of 
socialization, constitutes itself as an “I will,” as an “I can posit 
a new beginning, for the results of which I am responsible.” 
Mead also says: “this generalized other in his experience. . . 
provides him with a self.”5? 

But the clarification that Mead provides for the way this self 
or this ego-identity functions already hints at why it is not 
equated with the “I”: 


We approve of ourselves and condemn ourselves. We pat ourselves 
upon the back and in blind fury attack ourselves. We assume the 


182 
Between Metaphysics and the Critique of Reason 


| 
generalized attitude of the group, in the censor that stands at the 
door of our imagery and inner conversations, and in the affirmation 
of the laws and axioms of the universe of discourse.54 


The “me” is the bearer of a moral consciousness that adheres 
to the conventions and practices of a specific group. It repre- 
sents the power of a particular collective will over an individual 
will that has not yet come into its own. The latter is not completely 
able to recognize itself in its own identity, generated through 
socialization, as long as this identity requires us to “attack our- 
selves in blind fury.” The “me” characterizes an identity for- 
mation that makes responsible action possible only at the price 
of blind subjugation to external social controls, which remain 
external in spite of the internalizing effect of role-taking. The 
conventional ego-identity is at best a steward for the true one. 
And in virtue of this difference, the difference between the 
“T” and the “me” may not be retracted, even for the practical 
relation-to-self. 

At this crucial juncture Mead recurs both to processes of 
societal differentiation and to experiences of emancipation 
from narrowly circumscribed, tradition-bound and standard- 
ized forms of life; these experiences typically accompany the 
transition to and integration of expanded reference groups 
and forms of intercourse, or those which are both more com- 
prehensive and functionally differentiated. In this context 
Mead speaks of the process of “civilizing” society, which signi- 
fies a step forward in the individuation of the individual: 


In primitive society, to a far greater extent than in civilized society, 
individuality is constituted by the more or less perfect achievement 
of a given social type. . . . [IJn civilized society individuality is consti- 
tuted rather by the individual’s departure from, or modified realiza- 
tion of, any given social type . . . and tends to be something much 
more distinctive and singular. . . 55 


This is in accord with Durkheim’s descriptions and those of 
the other sociological classics. Mead’s originality reveals itself 
in the fact that he is in the position to provide, from the 
reconstructive perspective of his independently developed the- 
ory of communication, a more precise meaning for these basic 
sociological concepts. 
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VIII 


From the point of view of the individuals affected by it, the 
process of social individualization has two different aspects. To 
a growing degree, both autonomy and a conscious conduct of life 
are culturally imputed to and institutionally demanded from 
them. Moreover, the cultural paradigms and social expectations 
of self-determination and self-realization become differentiated 
from each other, depending upon the degree to which the 
accents are placed on the subject’s own achievements. In the 
“me,” to the extent that we have examined it thus far, there 
are layed down the concrete forms of life and institutions of a 
particular collective; however, to the degree that this conven- 
tional identity formation disintegrates under the pressure of 
societal differentiation, or the diversification of conflicting role 
expectations, the moral and the ethical dimensions (in the lan- 
guage of psychoanalysis: the agency of conscience and the ego- 
ideal) become separated from each other. “Turning away from 
rigid conventions,” which is socially enforced, burdens the in- 
dividual, on the one hand, with moral decisions of his own 
and, on the other hand, with an individual life project arising 
from the process of ethical self-understanding. 

However, the self from which these independent achieve- 
ments are expected is socially constituted through and 
through; it is not able, by detaching itself from particular life 
contexts, to step outside of society altogether and settle down 
in a space of abstract isolation and freedom. Rather, the ab- 
straction that is expected of it lies in the same direction in which 
the civilization process is already pointed. The individual pro- 
jects himself in the direction of a “larger society”: 


one appeals to others on the assumption that there is a group of 
organized others that answer to one’s own appeal—even if the appeal 
be made to posterity. In that case there is the attitude of the “I” as 
over against the “me.” 


We are already familiar with the appeal to posterity from 
Rousseau, who regards the process in which he reaches self- 
understanding as being subjected to similar conditions of com- 
munication, conditions for a universal discourse that is coun- 
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terfactually directed into the future. In modern societies it is 
ever more common for moral decisions to overtax a merely 
conventional moral consciousness; these decisions must now 
also be made under the conditions of a universal discourse. 
The transition to a postconventional morality becomes un- 
avoidable. Mead interprets it thus: 


In logical terms there is established a universe of discourse which 
transcends the specific order [and] within which the members of the 
community may, in a specific conflict, place themselves outside of the 
community order as it exists, and agree upon changed habits of action 
and a restatement of values.°” 


The formation of moral judgments (like reaching ethical self- 
understanding) is referred to a forum of reason that simulta- 
neously socializes and temporalizes practical reason. Rousseau’s 
universalized public and Kant’s intelligible world are rendered 
socially concrete and temporally dynamic by Mead; in this way, 
the anticipation of an idealized form of communication is sup- 
posed to preserve a moment of unconditionality for the dis- 
cursive procedure of will formation. 

The Peircean concept of a consensus achieved in an unlim- 
ited communication community, or an “ultimate opinion,” re- 
turns in Mead. In practical discourse we erect 


an ideal world, not of substantive things but of proper method. Its 
claim is that all the conditions of conduct and all the values which 
are involved in the conflict must be taken into account in abstraction 
from the fixed forms of habits and goods which have clashed with 
each other.5® 


Social individualization means, for the individuals, that the self- 
determination and the self-realization that are expected of 
them presuppose a nonconventional sort of ego-identity. Even 
this identity formation can, however, only be conceived as so- 
cially constituted; it must therefore be stabilized in relation- 
ships of reciprocal recognition that are at least anticipated. 
This is confirmed by those extreme cases in which the self 
of the practical relation-to-self, in grappling with its moral or 
ethical problems, is thrown back entirely upon itself: “A person 
may reach a point of going against the whole world about 
him... .”°° But as a person he will not be able to sustain himself 
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as a solitary being in vacuo, even in this extreme isolation, 
“except as he constitutes himself [as] a member of this wider 
commonwealth of rational beings.”®° This wider common- 
wealth is not, however, an ideal in the Kantian sense, severed 
from the empirical world: “It is a soczal order, for its function 
is a common action on the basis of commonly recognized con- 
ditions of conduct and common ends.”®! Kant’s Kingdom of 
Ends must be supposed here and now as a context of interaction 
and as a communication community in which everyone is ca- 
pable of taking up the perspective of everyone else and is 
willing to do so. Whoever is thrown back entirely upon himself 
and wants to speak to himself with the voice of reason 


has to comprehend the voices of the past and of the future. That is 
the only way in which the self can get a voice which is more than the 
voice of the [presently existing] community. As a rule we assume that 
this general voice of the community is identical with the larger com- 
munity of the past and the future. . . .® 


Mead carries the approach of moral theory further than that 
of ethics. The latter would have to give the concept of self- 
realization a communication-theoretical formulation, similar to 
that given the concept of self-determination by moral theory. 
Progressive individuation is measured just as much against the 
differentiation of unique identities as it is against the growth of 
personal autonomy. In this respect, too, Mead insists upon the 
interlacing of individuation and socialization: 


The fact that all selves are constituted by . . . the social process, and 
are individual reflections of it . . . is not in the least incompatible 
with, or destructive of, the fact that every individual self has its own 
peculiar individuality . . . because each individual self within that 
process, while it reflects in its organized structure the behavior pat- 
tern of that process as a whole, does so from its own particular and 
unique standpoint within that process ... (just as every monad in 
the Leibnizian universe mirrors that universe from a different point 
of view . . .).6 


Here Mead repeats his earlier conclusion, 


that each individual . . . slices the events of the community life that 
are common to all from a different angle from that of any other 
individual. In Whitehead’s phrase, each individual stratifies the com- 
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mon life in a different manner, and the life of the community is the 
sum of all these stratifications. . . .64 


Both of these passages do a good job of presenting the intuition 
that Mead wants to express; but the ontologizing connections 
with Leibniz and Whitehead distort its adequate explication, 
toward which Mead’s own thoughts are pointing. 

Not only as an autonomous being but also as an individuated 
being, the self of the practical relation-to-self cannot reassure 
itself about itself through direct reflection but only via the 
perspective of others. In this case I have to rely not on others’ 
agreement with my judgments and actions but on their recogni- 
tion of my claim to uniqueness and irreplaceability. Since an 
ego-identity that no longer merely adheres to the “social type,” 
that is, one that is postconventional, articulates itself in an 
unconditional claim to uniqueness and irreplaceability, a mo- 
ment of idealization comes into play this time as well. But this 
moment of idealization no longer concerns only the circle of 
addressees, which virtually encompasses everyone, or the unlim- 
ited communication community; rather, it concerns the claim 
to individuality itself, which relates to the guarantee that I 
consciously give, in light of a considered individual life project, 
for the continuity of my life history. The idealizing supposition 
of a universalistic form of life, in which everyone can take up 
the perspective of everyone else and can count on reciprocal 
recognition by everybody, makes it possible for individuated 
beings to exist within a community—individualism as the flip- 
side of universalism. Taking up a relationship to a projected 
form of society is what first makes it possible for me to take 
my own life history seriously as a principle of individuation— 
to regard it as if it were the product of decisions for which I 
am responsible. The self-critical appropriation and reflexive 
continuation of my life history would have to remain a non- 
binding or even an indeterminate idea as long as I could not 
encounter myself before the eyes of all, i.e., before the forum 
of an unlimited communication community. Here “myself” 
means: my existence as a whole—in the full concretion and 
breadth of the life contexts and formative processes that shape 
identity. 
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Here, too, the ego finds its way to itself only along a detour 
by way of others, by way of the counterfactually supposed 
universal discourse. Once again, the self of the practical rela- 
tion-to-self can only assure itself of itself if it is able to return 
to itself from the perspective of others as their alter ego. But 
this time it does not return to itself as the alter ego of some 
other alter ego from among its own concrete group (as the 
“me”). It now comes upon itself as the alter ego of all others 
in every community—specifically, as a free will in moral self- 
reflection and as a fully individuated being in existential self- 
reflection. Thus, the relationship between the “I” and the “me” 
remains the key even for an analysis of the socially imputed 
postconventional ego-identity. But at this stage the relationship 
between the two is reversed. 

Previously, the “me” was supposed to capture a sponta- 
neously acting “I,” which eludes direct seizure, in a nonobjec- 
tifying manner in mediated acts of self-knowledge or self- 
reassurance. Now, however, the anticipatory establishment of 
interactive relations to a circle of addressees is imputed to the 
“T” itself; for it is from their perspective that the “I” is able to 
return to itself and assure itself of itself as an autonomous will 
and an individuated being. The “me,” which in a way follows 
the “I,” is now no longer made possible through an antecedent 
interactive relationship. The “I” itself projects the context of 
interaction that first makes the reconstruction of a shattered 
conventional identity possible on a higher level. This recon- 
struction is made necessary by processes of societal differentia- 
tion. That is, the latter have set in motion a generalization of 
values and, especially in the system of rights, a universalization 
of norms, and these processes demand a specific kind of in- 
dependent accomplishment from the the socialized individu- 
als.°° The onus of these decisions requires a nonconventional 
ego-identity. Although the latter can only be thought of as 
socially constituted, still a social formation corresponding to it 
in any way does not yet exist. This paradox is resolved in the 
temporal dimension. 

Among the characteristic experiences of modernity are an 
acceleration of the historical process and a constant expansion 
of the future horizon, with the result that present situations 
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are ever more plainly interpreted in the light of pasts made 
present and, above all, future presents. One function of this 
transformed and reflexive consciousness of time is the impu- 
tation that present action will be placed under premises that 
anticipate future presents. This applies to systemic processes 
(such as long-term political commitments, debt-financing, etc.) 
as well as to simple interactions. The consciousness of crisis 
that is becoming more and more prevalent in modern societies 
is the underside of this now-endemic utopian current. Yet, this 
current also encompasses the mode of anticipation that is im- 
puted to the free will in moral self-reflection and to the fully 
individuated being in existential self-reflection, a mode of an- 
ticipation that is now socially expected. A postconventional ego- 
identity can only stabilize itself in the anticipation of symmet- 
rical relations of unforced reciprocal recognition. That may 
explain tendencies toward a certain existential burdening and 
moralizing of public issues or, more generally, the increasing 
normative congestion within the political culture of developed 
societies, which is so lamented in the neoconservative critique 
of the present.® Yet, it is also the source from which the 
radically democratic perspectives of Mead and Dewey derive 
their own internal consistency.® 


IX 


The projection of the unlimited communication community is 
backed up by the structure of language itself. Just as the “I” 
of the “I think” occupies a key role for the philosophy of the 
subject, so the first person singular also occupies a key role in 
the successor to this philosophy, communication theory. Ad- 
mittedly, up till now linguistic analysis has busied itself above 
all with two grammatical roles of the personal pronoun “I” that 
only indirectly touch on our problem. One debate concerns “I” 
as a self-referential expression, with which the speaker numer- 
ically identifies himself before a hearer as a particular entity 
from among the set of all possible objects.6® Another debate 
concerns the grammatical role of the first person in experien- 
tial sentences, in which this expression signals the privileged 
access of the speaker to his own subjective world. The issue 
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there is the epistemic self-relation in expressive speech acts.® 
In contrast, the self of the practical relation-to-self first comes 
under scrutiny when we investigate the grammatical role that 
the first person takes on as the subject expression in perfor- 
mative sentences. The “I” then stands for the actor of a speech 
act, who in a performative attitude enters into an interpersonal 
relationship (which is more specifically determined by the 
mode of communication) with a second person. In this respect, 
the personal pronoun in the first person neither fulfills the 
function of self-reference, which must however be presup- 
posed as fulfilled, nor is it a matter of the mode-specific mean- 
ing of the ‘self’ in the presentation of self, to whom an audience 
attributes experiences that are unveiled before its eyes—since 
this concerns only one out of several classes of speech acts. The 
meaning of the “I” that is employed performatively is a func- 
tion of any illocutionary act. Here the expression relates to the 
speaker at the moment at which he performs an illocutionary 
act and encounters a second person as his alter ego. In this 
attitude toward a second person, the speaker can relate to 
himself as a speaker im actu only by taking up the perspective 
of the other and becoming visible to himself as the alter ego 
of his opposite number, as the second person of a second 
person. The performative meaning of the “I” is thus Mead’s 
“me,” which must be capable of accompanying all my speech 
acts. 

Mead always insisted that the relation to a second person is 
unavoidable—and to this extent fundamental—for every self- 
relation, including one that is epistemic. However, with the 
development of different modes of communication (which, like 
the illocutionary-propositional double structure of speech, 
Mead did not investigate),’° the epistemic self-relation is re- 
stricted to the class of expressive speech acts, while a practical 
relation-to-self in a narrower sense differentiates itself from 
the latter. The meaning of the subject expression of perfor- 
mative sentences also specifies itself thereby, and indeed in the 
sense of the “me” that Mead conceived social-psychologically 
as the ‘identity’ of a person capable of speaking and acting.” 

The self of the practical relation-to-self reassures itself about 
itself through the recognition that its claims receive from an 
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alter ego. But these identity claims aiming at intersubjective 
recognition must not be confused with the validity claims that 
the actor raises with his speech acts. For the “no” with which 
the addressee rejects a speech-act offer concerns the validity 
of a particular utterance, not the identity of the speaker. The 
speaker certainly could not count on the acceptance of his 
speech acts if he did not already presuppose that the addressee 
took him seriously as someone who could orient his action with 
validity claims. The one must have recognized the other as an 
accountable actor whenever he expects him to take a position 
with “yes” or “no” to his speech-act offers. In communicative 
action everyone thus recognizes in the other his own autonomy. 

However, the performative use of the personal pronoun in 
the first person comprehends not only the self-interpretation 
of the speaker as a free will but also his self-understanding as 
an individual who distinguishes himself from all others. The 
performative meaning of the “I” also interprets the role of the 
speaker in relation to his own irreplaceable position in the 
weave of social relations.” 

Normative contexts establish the set of all interpersonal re- 
lationships that are held to be legitimate in a given intersub- 
jectively shared lifeworld. Whenever the speaker enters into 
an interpersonal relationship with a hearer, he also relates 
himself as an actor to a network of normative expectations. 
Nevertheless, as long as interactions are linguistically struc- 
tured, filling social roles can never imply their mere reproduc- 
tion. The interwoven perspectives of the first and the second 
person are indeed exchangeable, but the one participant can 
adopt the perspective of the other only in the first person; that 
is, never as a mere representative, but always in propria persona. 
Thus, the communicative actor is encouraged by the bare struc- 
ture of linguistic intersubjectivity to remain himself, even in 
behavior conforming to norms. In action guided by norms, the 
initiative to realize oneself cannot in principle be taken away 
from any one—and no one can give up this initiative. For this 
reason, Mead never tires of emphasizing the moment of un- 
predictability and spontaneity in the manner in which the actor 
interactively plays his roles. The individuation effected by the 
linguistically mediated process of socialization is explained by 
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the linguistic medium itself. It belongs to the logic of the use 
of the personal pronouns, and especially to the perspective of 
a speaker who orients himself to a second person, that this 
speaker cannot in actu rid himself of his irreplaceability, cannot 
take refuge in the anonymity of a third person, but must lay 
claim to recognition as an individuated being. 

These brief formal-pragmatic considerations confirm the re- 
sult that Mead arrived at by another route and that is also in 
harmony with our recapitulation of the conceptual history. 
Among the universal and unavoidable presuppositions of ac- 
tion oriented to reaching understanding is the presupposition 
that the speaker qua actor lays claim to recognition both as an 
autonomous will and as an individuated being. And indeed the 
self, which is able to assure itself of itself through the recog- 
nition of this identity by others, shows up in language as the 
meaning of the performatively employed personal pronoun in 
the first person. To be sure, the extent to which this meaning, 
with its two aspects of self-determination and self-realization, 
either emerges articulated, remains implicit, or is even neu- 
tralized in any concrete case, depends upon the action situation 
and the further context. The universal pragmatic presupposi- 
tions of communicative action constitute semantic resources 
from which historical societies create and articulate, each in its 
own way, representations of mind and soul, concepts of the 
person and of action, consciousness of morality, and so on. 

The actor’s claim to recognition as an accountable subject 
receives different interpretations depending on whether the 
framework is provided by a conventional morality, by a reli- 
gious ethic of conviction, by a principled morality that has 
become autonomous, or by a completely secularized procedural 
ethics. Like the concept of the autonomous will, that of an 
individual being can also be radicalized. We have seen that in 
our tradition it is only since the eighteenth century that the 
idea of a completely individuated being has shed the conno- 
tations associated with an interpretation of history in terms of 
religious salvation. But even at a level of social development in 
which most people generally dispose over a radicalized under- 
standing of autonomy and of conscious life conduct, and in 
which they allow themselves to be guided by these intuitions 
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in communicative action, this self-understanding still varies 
according to the action situation and the action system. Wher- 
ever relations are more or less formalized, be it in markets, in 
the firm, or in dealings with administrative authorities, legal 
norms relieve one of responsibilities of a moral kind; at the 
same time, anonymous and stereotyped behavior patterns leave 
little room for individual characterizations. Exceptions, such as 
the conflict engendered by compulsory orders in cases of le- 
gally sanctioned human rights violations, confirm this rule. 
However, the reciprocally raised claims to recognition for one’s 
own identity are not completely neutralized, even in rigorously 
formalized relationships, as long as recourse to legal norms is 
possible; the two moments are preserved (aufgehoben) in the 
concept of the legal person as the bearer of subjective rights. 

In communicative action, the suppositions of self-determi- 
nation and self-realization retain a rigorously intersubjective 
sense: whoever judges and acts morally must be capable of 
anticipating the agreement of an unlimited communication 
community, and whoever realizes himself in a responsibly ac- 
cepted life history must be capable of anticipating recognition 
from this unlimited community. Accordingly, an identity that 
always remains mine, namely, my self-understanding as an 
autonomously acting and individuated being, can stabilize itself 
only if I find recognition as a person, and as this person. Under 
conditions of strategic action, the self of self-determination and 
of self-realization slips out of intersubjective relations. The 
strategic actor no longer draws from an_intersubjectively 
shared lifeworld; having himself become worldless, as it were, 
he stands over and against the objective world and makes 
decisions solely according to standards of subjective prefer- 
ence. He does not rely therein upon recognition by others. 
Autonomy is then transformed into freedom of choice (Will- 
kiirfretheit), and the individuation of the socialized subject is 
transformed into the isolation of a liberated subject who pos- 
sesses himself. 

Mead examined social individualization solely from the point 
of view of progressive individuation: modern societies burden 
the individual with decisions that require a postconventional 
ego-identity and thus also necessitate a radicalization of the 
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actor’s practical self-understanding, which is always already 
implicitly presupposed in the use of language that is oriented 
toward reaching understanding. But reality looks different. By 
no means do processes of social individualization occur in a 
linear fashion. The complex processes appear with confusing, 
contradictory aspects. However, in order to distinguish these 
aspects appropriately, we must reinterpret the basic concepts 
of conventional sociology in light of the theory of communi- 
cation that Mead developed, from the outset, in a different 
methodological attitude.’® 


».« 


In sociology it is customary to describe processes of societal 
modernization from two different angles: as the functional 
differentiation of the social system and as the detraditionali- 
zation of the lifeworld. The complementary differentiation of 
an economic system that is steered by labor, capital, and com- 
modity markets and of a bureaucratic system of public admin- 
istration that has a monopoly on force and is thus steered by 
power, serves as the great historical example of a line of de- 
velopment along which modern societies are gradually ab- 
sorbed by their functionally specified subsystems. The 
dissolution of traditional lifeworlds, on the other hand, is re- 
flected in the decomposition of religious worldviews, of strati- 
fied orders of domination, and of those institutions which, by 
combining various functions, continue to characterize the so- 
ciety as a whole. 

From the point of view of the socialized individuals, both 
the loss of conventional supports and the emancipation from 
quasi-natural dependencies are linked up with this. This dual 
significance is echoed, for example, in Marx when he ironically 
speaks of “free” wage labor. The status of productive wage 
labor is characteristically bound up with the ambiguous experi- 
ence of being released (Freisetzung) from life conditions that 
are socially integrating but also marked by dependencies, that 
orient and protect yet restrict and oppress at the same time.’”4 
This multilayered complex of experiences forms the back- 
ground for what the sociological classics have called social 
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individualization. They have emphasized the gains that 
correspond to the integrative losses, without having the con- 
cepts at hand that might have allowed them to free this in- 
tuition from the suspicion that it is an arbitrary evaluation 
of social facts. Now Mead, with his intersubjectivistically for- 
mulated concept of ‘identity,’ offers a means for drawing a 
finely tuned distinction between contrary aspects of social 
individualization. 

It is possible to speak in a descriptive sense of the progressive 
individuation of socialized subjects, but only if this is not inter- 
preted simply as being an expansion of the range of options 
for putative purposive-rational decisions. This kind of inter- 
pretation traces the individualization that is effected by societal 
modernization back to an exchange in which ligatures are 
traded against expanded opportunities for making choices.” 
Detraditionalization, which is experienced as ambiguous by 
those who are affected by it, can be described in this way only 
if the dissolution of traditional lifeworlds is treated exclusively 
as a function of societal differentiation. This picture suggests 
that the lifeworld should be viewed systems-theoretically as the 
substrate and form of a traditional society that is to be absorbed 
into functionally differentiated subsystems without, so to speak, 
any residue. The functional systems relegate the socialized in- 
dividuals to their ‘environments’ and then lay claim only to 
functionally specific performances from them. From the point 
of view of subsystems that are steered by their own codes and 
are reflexively encapsulated within themselves, social indivi- 
dualization appears as the functional inclusion of personality 
systems that are at the same time left out, i.e., released and 
isolated. 

What Parsons called ‘inclusion’ is explicated by Luhmann in 
the following way: 


The phenomenon designated as inclusion . . . first arises with the 
dissolution of the society of Old Europe, which was stratified by 
estates. This society had assigned each person (more precisely, each 
family) to one and only one stratum. With the transition to a type of 
differentiation oriented primarily by functions, this order had to be 
given up. Its place is taken by access regulations. The human being 
lives as an individual outside of functional systems, but every individ- 
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ual must obtain access to every functional system. ... Every functional 

system takes in the entire population, but only with the segments of 

its members’ life conduct that are functionally relevant in a given 
76 

case. 


Ullrich Beck has portrayed the same processes from the point 
of view of the affected individuals. These individuals are ex- 
cluded by the reified subsystems, yet they are at the same time 
integrated into them in a functionally specific manner as laborers 
and consumers, as social-insurance contributors and as the 
insured, as voters, as school-age children, etc. 

For the individuals, the detraditionalization of their lifeworld 
at first presents itself as a fatalistically experienced differentia- 
tion of diversified life situations and conflicting behavioral ex- 
pectations, which burden them with new coordinative and 
integrative performances. In past generations birth, family, 
marital partner, career, and political position formed a con- 
stellation that was specific to one’s social stratum and largely 
determined the pattern of one’s biography; but now life situ- 
ations and life plans that had been normatively bundled are 
becoming ever more splintered. The need for individually 
processed decisions grows with the expanded range of options. 
The individual’s milieu no longer relieves him even of those 
decisions that have the greatest consequences for his biogra- 
phy: which school one attends, which career one chooses, which 
relationships one enters into, whether and when one marries, 
has children, joins a party, whether one changes one’s spouse 
or one’s career, adopts a new city or country, etc.: 


In the individualized society, the individual has to . . . learn to 
conceive of himself as a center of actions, as a planning bureau in 
relation to his life, his capabilities, his partnerships, etc. ‘Society’ has 
to be handled individually as a variable under conditions of the 
biography that is to be produced. . . . The societal determinants that 
intrude into one’s own life have to be conceived in this way as ‘envi- 
ronmental variables,’ which . . . can be gotten around or suspended 
by means of ‘imaginative measures.’”” 


The systems-theoretic mirror-image of inclusion is therefore 
the released and isolated individual, who finds himself in 
diversified roles confronting multiplying opportunities; of 
course, he must make the requisite decisions under system 
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conditions that are not under his control. As a member of 
organizations, as a participant in systems, the individual who 
is seized by inclusion is simply subjected to another kind of 
dependence. One who is integrated must orient himself toward 
steering media such as money and administrative power. These 
media exercise a behavioral control that, on the one hand, 
individualizes because it is tailored to choices of the individual 
that are steered by preferences; but on the other hand it also 
standardizes because it only allows options in prestructured di- 
mensions (having or not having, commanding or obeying). 
Moreover, the very first decision entangles the individual in a 
network of further dependencies. But if the individual is 
turned more and more into a “reproduction unit of the social,” 
his release and isolation must not be equated “with successful 
emancipation”: 


The individuals who are released become dependent on the market, 
and dependent thereby on education, on consumption, on social-policy 
regulations and entitlements, on transportation planning, on con- 
sumer goods, on possibilities and fads in medical, psychological and 
pedagogical consultation and care.”® 


Progressive inclusion in increasing numbers of functional sys- 
tems does not imply any increase in autonomy, but at most a 
transformation in the mode of social control: 


The place of traditional bonds and social forms (social class, nuclear 
family) is taken by secondary instances that mold the biography of 
the individual and, running contrary to the individual control which 
asserts itself as a form of consciousness, turn him into the plaything 
of fads, relations, conjunctures and markets.”9 


According to this reading, social individualization is bound 
up with the conversion of the social integration that had been 
carried out through values, norms, and understandings over 
to steering media such as money or power, which refer to the 
preferences of isolated actors who reach decisions rationally. 
Whoever conceives of the dissolution of traditional lifeworlds 
in this way, 1.e., only as the flipside of the functionally specific 
inclusion of excluded individuals in subsystems that have be- 
come independent, must arrive at the conclusion that social 
individualization isolates or singularizes but does not individuate 
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in the emphatic sense. Beck definitely has a feel for the latter 
sense of individuation, which is not captured by the basic con- 
cepts of conventional sociology. Resigned, he observes: “With 
‘individualization’ many associate individuation, which equals 
becoming a person, which equals uniqueness, which equals 
emancipation. That might be right. But so might the con- 
trary.”®° Beck sees that detachment from ascribed social forms 
and the loss of traditional certainties, that is, release and disen- 
chantment, can provide the impetus not only for the singular- 
ization of individuals who have been socialized elsewhere, but 
also for “a new kind of social integration.”®! 

This new kind of social integration would have to be con- 
ceived as the individual’s own achievement. As Mead has shown, 
however, a conventional identity formation does not suffice for 
this. Just as inadequate is an ego conceived as the center of a 
prudent, egocentric selection among systemically prestructured 
options. For this simultaneously released and isolated individ- 
ual disposes over no criteria other than his own preferences 
for processing the growing number of decisions required from 
him, and these preferences are regulated by the quasi-natural 
imperative of self-maintenance. An ego-instance shorn of all 
normative dimensions and reduced to cognitive achievements 
of adaptation does indeed form a functional complement to 
the subsystems that are steered by media; but it cannot replace 
the individuals’ own socially integrative accomplishments, 
which a rationalized lifeworld expects of them. Only a postcon- 
ventional ego-identity could satisfy these demands. And such 
an ego-identity can only develop in the course of progressive 
individuation. 

Beck himself illustrates the empirical content of this consid- 
eration in terms of the dynamic through which the labor mar- 
ket, via the mobilization of female labor power, influences the 
sphere of socialization in the nuclear family. He interprets the 
Statistically verified trends (which vary in intensity according 
to social stratum) toward a reduction in marriages and births 
and toward an increase in divorces, one-person households, 
single parents, changes in partners, etc., as symptoms of the 
problems that result from the growing employment of women 
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and of the resolution of these problems in conformance with 
the demands of the labor market: 


With the decisive question of career mobility there are associated 
other decisive questions: timing, number and care of children; the 
abiding problem of everyday chores that are never to be equally 
divided; the ‘onesidedness’ of contraceptive methods; the nightmare 
question of terminating pregnancies; differences in type and fre- 
quency of sexuality; not to mention the sensitivity of an optics that 
senses sexism even in an advertisement for margarine. 


Moreover, these themes of conflict have different weights in 
the unsynchronized life cycles of men and women. Beck offers 
a dramatic view: 


What here descends upon the family as the lifting of taboos and as 
new technical possibilities . . . takes the [personal] situations that were 
once unified in it and divides them up piece by piece: wife against 
husband, mother against child, child against father. The traditional 
unit breaks apart in the decisions that are demanded from it.®? 


Of course, this proposition leaves open whether the familial 
lifeworld is crumbling under the growing pressure of decisions 
or whether it will transform itself as a lifeworld. If one regards 
the detraditionalization process only from the perspective of 
the labor market and the occupational system, only as the 
flipside of ‘inclusion,’ then it is to be expected that the drifting 
apart of individualized life situations will inevitably result in 
the singularization of the released family members and in the 
transformation of socially integrated relationships into con- 
tractual connections. The legal institutionalization of marriage 
and of the family in terms of civil law is then transformed into 
a juridification of familial relationships that becomes transpar- 
ent and is held perpetually present. The end point of this 
tendency would be the dissolution of the family altogether: 


The existential form of the single person is not a deviant case along 
the path to modernity. It is the prototype for the triumphant labor- 
market society. The negation of social bonds that asserts itself in the 
logic of the market even begins in its final stage of progress to dissolve 
the presuppositions for the enduring togetherness of two people.*® 


One senses that such a systems-theoretic description mis- 
states things in a peculiar way—and yet does not misstate things 
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entirely. It is only in the pathological peripheral zones, how- 
ever, that the states of affairs that it describes are not com- 
pletely distorted. The irritation that it arouses is not of a moral 
nature; it has empirical grounds. The decision structure re- 
quired by media-steered subsystems misses the mark when it 
encroaches on the private and public core domains of the 
lifeworld. The independent performances that are here de- 
manded from the subjects consist of something different than 
rational choices steered by one’s own preferences; what these 
subjects must perform is the kind of moral and existential self- 
reflection that is not possible without the one taking up the 
perspective of the other. Only thus can there emerge a new 
kind of social integration among individuals who are indivi- 
dualized and not merely manipulated. The participants must 
themselves generate their socially integrated forms of life by 
recognizing each other as autonomous subjects capable of ac- 
tion and, beyond this, as individuated beings who vouch for 
the continuity of the life histories for which they have taken 
responsibility. 
Beck pursues the plausible hypothesis that 


the lifeworld norms, value orientations, and lifestyles that character- 
ize people in developing industrial capitalism are, in terms of their 
genealogy, not so much the products of the formation of industrial 
classes, but are often the relics of precapitalistic and preindustrial 
traditions.§4 


From this point of view one can understand why the task of 
reconstructing premodern forms of social integration (which 
must be performed by the affected individuals themselves) is 
only coming upon us with full force today. Social individuali- 
zation, which has long since been gotten underway by systems 
differentiation, is an objectively ambiguous phenomenon; a 
description is therefore needed that does not reduce it to only 
one of its aspects. Only to the extent that the lifeworld is 
rationalized can this process imply something other than the 
singularizing release of self-reflexively steered personality sys- 
tems—namely, the individuation of socialized subjects. Mead 
exposed the intersubjective core of the ego. Using it, he can 
explain why a postconventional ego-identity does not develop 
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-without at least the anticipation of transformed structures of 
communication; but once this becomes a part of social reality, 
it cannot leave the traditional forms of social integration 
untouched. 
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8 


Philosophy and Science as 
Literature? 


Jurists like Savigny, historians like Burckhardt, psychologists 
like Freud, philosophers like Adorno, were also important writ- 
ers. Every year a German literary academy gives a prize for 
scientific prose. Kant and Hegel could not have given suitable 
expression to their thoughts if they had not given a completely 
new form to the inherited language of their discipline. In 
philosophy and the human sciences, even more than in physics, 
the propositional content of statements cannot be separated 
from the rhetorical form of its presentation. And even in phys- 
ics, theory (as Mary Hesse has shown) is not free of metaphors, 
which are necessary if new models, new ways of seeing things 
and new problematics are to be made plausible (with intuitive 
recourse to the preunderstanding established in ordinary lan- 
guage). No innovative break with tried-and-true cognitive 
forms and scientific habits is possible without linguistic inno- 
vation: this connection is hardly controversial. 

Freud was also a great writer. When we say that, however, 
we do not mean that his scientific genius expresses itself in the 
creative power of his flawless prose. It was not his eminent 
literary ability that enabled him to discover a new continent 
but rather unbiased clinical vision, speculative power, sensitivity 
and fearlessness in dealing skeptically with himself, persistence, 
curiosity—that is to say, the virtues of the productive scientist. 
Nobody regards it as inappropriate to treat Freud’s texts as 
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literature, too—but are they that alone or in the first place? 
Until recently we were certain of the answer; now the voices 
are multiplying that respond with questions of their own. Is 
the orientation toward truth really a sufficient criterion for the 
traditional demarcation between science and literature? The 
influential school of deconstructionism places the usual dis- 
tinctions between genres in question. The later Heidegger still 
distinguishes between thinkers and poets. But he treats texts 
by Anaximander and Aristotle no differently than texts by 
Holderlin and Trakl. Paul de Man reads Rousseau no differ- 
ently than Proust and Rilke. Derrida works on Husserl and 
Saussure no differently than on Artaud. Is it not an illusion to 
believe that texts by Freud and texts by Joyce can be sorted 
according to characteristics that definitively identify them as 
theory on the one hand and as fiction on the other? 

In our newspapers and cultural periodicals, the two are still 
separated—nonfiction and literature. There are different 
headings: first the fiction, then the search for truth; in front 
the products of poets and writers, in back the works of philos- 
ophers and scientists (to the extent that they are of general 
interest). It was meant as a demonstration when the Frankfurter 
Allgemeine Zeitung dedicated the first page of a literary supple- 
ment to the book of a philosopher, not indeed to one of his 
excellent studies in the history of ideas but to a manageable 
collection with meditations and sketches. The reviewer did not 
beat around the bush for long before giving an explanation of 
the demonstration: “In the future when we speak of the lead- 
ing writers of the land, we will also have to mention the name 
Blumenberg. He collects glosses, anecdotes, philosophical tales; 
in short, the ongoing stories of a world-historical disillusion- 
ment, which in their best parts can be compared with the 
paradoxical essays of Jorge Luis Borges.”! What interests me 
is not the orotund evaluation, but the liquidation of the dis- 
tinction between genres.” The blurb on the cover had already 
suggested it: the author is confident “of the indeterminacy of 
the genre in which his texts could be placed.” 

Tempora mutantur. When Adorno’s Minima Moralia appeared 
a generation ago, neither the author nor the reader had prob- 
lems with the genre. The fact that an important philosopher 
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who was also a brilliant writer had published a volume of 
maxims and meditations did not in those days prevent the 
reviewers from recommending that this collection of aphorisms 
be read as if it were a major philosophical work. For no one 
doubted that in each of the polished fragments the theory 
appeared in its entirety. Is the issue here one of two incom- 
parable cases—or only one of a changed understanding of the 
same thing? 


II 


The leveling of the distinction between the genres of philoso- 
phy and science on the one hand and that of literature on the 
other hand is the expression of an understanding of literature 
that is derived from philosophical discussions. The context of 
these discussions is the turn from the philosophy of conscious- 
ness to the philosophy of language, specifically that variation 
of the linguistic turn that does away with the legacy of the 
philosophy of consciousness in a particularly relentless way. 
Every connotation of self-consciousness, self-determination, 
and self-realization has to have been exorcised from the basic 
concepts of philosophy before language (instead of subjectivity) 
can declare its independence in this way—whether as an epo- 
chal destining of Being, as the frenzy of signifiers, or as a 
shoving match between discourses, the borders between literal 
and metaphorical meaning, between logic and rhetoric, and 
between serious and fictional speech are washed away in the 
flow of a universal textual occurrence (which is presided over 
indiscriminately by thinkers and poets). To the genealogy of 
this thought there belong, roughly speaking, the early Heideg- 
ger, structuralism, and the later Heidegger. 

The circle in which a subject who aims at self-knowledge 
becomes trapped was already noted by Fichte; by referring 
itself to itself, the subject makes itself into an object and thus 
fails to attain itself as spontaneously generative subjectivity. 
Heidegger breaks out of this circle with his analysis of Being- 
in-the-world in Being and Time. He conceives of theoretical or 
objectifying thinking as a derivative mode of a more primordial 
practical loss of world, and, later, he interprets the tendency 
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to objectivism as the flipside of a subjectivity that is set on self- 
assertion. Thought that represents and disposes over things 
receives a place within the history of metaphysics between Des- 
cartes and Nietzsche. We can think of this critique as the idealist 
counterpart to a materialist critique of reification that goes back 
to Marx and Max Weber. Attempts to break the basic concep- 
tual spell cast by the subject-centered thinking of the philoso- 
phy of consciousness always take advantage of the transition to 
the paradigm of language, a transition that was, however, also 
made in analytic philosophy without any connection to a cri- 
tique of instrumental reason. But the directions differ in terms 
of the concept of language that is set down in each case; this 
in turn determines whether each merely transforms the nor- 
mative content of the concept of reason that had been devel- 
oped from Kant to Hegel—or whether it more or less radically 
rejects it. 

The communications-theoretic approach follows Humboldt’s 
lead and begins with the model of mutual understanding in 
language; it overcomes the philosophy of the subject by un- 
covering the intersubjective structure of reciprocal recognition 
and the interlocking perspectives within the ‘self’ of self-con- 
sciousness, self-determination, and self-realization. The epis- 
temic self-relation and the practical relation-to-self are 
deconstructed, but in such a way that the received concepts of 
the philosophy of reflection are transformed into intersubjective 
knowledge, communicative freedom, and _ individuation 
through socialization. 

The structuralist approach follows Saussure’s lead and begins 
with the model provided by grammatical rule-systems; and it 
overcomes the philosophy of the subject when it traces the 
achievements of the knowing and acting subject, who is bound 
up in his linguistic practices, back to the foundational struc- 
tures and generative rules of a grammar. Subjectivity thereby 
loses the power of spontaneously generating a world. Levi- 
Strauss, who extends this approach into anthropology, main- 
tains that the mirror of savage thought exposes the philosophy 
of the subject as the groundplan for the illusory self-under- 
standing of modern societies. Of course, this destruction is not 
yet extended to the observing scientist himself; the ethnologist’s 
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gaze does not err when it penetrates familiar phenomena and 
grasps them as the anonymous work of unconsciously operat- 
ing mind. 

When the poststructuralist thinkers surrender this scientistic 
self-understanding, they also surrender the only moment that 
was still retained from the concept of reason developed in the 
modern period. They follow the lead of the later Heidegger 
and begin with a model of language that treats it as an occur- 
rence of truth; the philosophy of the subject is overcome when 
the modern interpretation of the world is comprehended as 
one event in an epochal discourse that both prejudices and 
makes possible all innerworldly occurring—whether one con- 
ceives of it as an event within a directed history of metaphysics, 
as Derrida still does, or instead as an event in the contingent 
up-and-down of power-knowledge formations, as Foucault 
does. The later Heidegger conceives of language as the house 
of self-adaptive (sich schickenden) ‘being’; hence, the various 
stages in the understanding of ‘being’ still retained for him a 
transcendent relation to a ‘being’ that always remains itself. 
Foucault eliminates even this last weak connotation of a phi- 
losophy of history related to truth. Ali validity claims become 
immanent to particular discourses. They are simultaneously 
absorbed into the totality of some one of the blindly occurring 
discourses and left at the mercy of the “hazardous play” among 
these discourses as each overpowers another. This conception 
demands that “the subject of knowledge be sacrificed.” Science 
is shoved aside by genealogy, which “gives rise to questions 
concerning our native land, native language, or the laws that 
govern us[;] its intention is to reveal the heterogeneous systems 
which, masked by the self, inhibit the formation of any form 
of identity.”° 

In the wake of the disintegration of transcendental subjec- 
tivity, the analysis is directed to an anonymous occurring of 
language, an occurring that releases worlds from within itself 
and swallows worlds back up, which is superordinate to every 
ontic history and to every innerworldly practice, which reaches 
through everything, through the now porous borders of the 
ego, of the author, and of his work. This kind of analysis 
“permits the dissociation of the self, its recognition and dis- 
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placement as an empty synthesis, in liberating a profusion of 
lost events.”4 For Foucault, for Derrida, for the poststructur- 
alists, the issue is treated as if it were settled: “The breakdown 
of philosophical subjectivity and its dispersion in a language 
that dispossesses it while multiplying it within the space created 
by its absence is probably one of the fundamental structures 
of contemporary thought.”® In passing through structuralism, 
this movement of thought has made transcendental subjectivity 
disappear without a trace, and indeed in such a way that one 
also loses sight of the system of world relations, speaker per- 
spectives, and validity claims that is inherent in linguistic com- 
munication itself. Without this reference system, however, the 
distinction between levels of reality, between fiction and reality, 
between everyday practice and extra-ordinary experience, and 
between the corresponding kinds of texts and genres becomes 
impossible and even pointless. The house of ‘being’ is itself 
sucked into the maelstrom of an undirected linguistic current. 

This radical contextualism reckons on a language made fluid, 
one that continues to exist only in the mode of its flowing, so 
that all innerworldly movements first emerge out of this flow. 
This concept finds only weak support in the philosophical dis- 
cussion. It is primarily based upon aesthetic experiences or, to 
be more precise, on evidence from the domains of literature 
and literary theory. 


Ill 


Italo Calvino, who is both an imaginative storyteller and a 
knowledgeable analytical thinker who participates above all in 
the French discussion, addresses the topic of the “Levels of 
Reality in Literature” from the point of view of an author 
considering the sentence: “I write that Homer tells that Ulysses 
says: I have listened to the Sirens’ song.” Calvino analyzes the 
various levels of reality that the writer generates when he (1) 
reflexively refers to his act of writing by (2) fabricating another 
storyteller who (3) has one of the characters appearing in his 
story report an experience with contents (4). The levels (2) 
through (4) are reality levels within the work, or fabricated 
levels of reality. For this region the text does not lay claim to 
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the credibility of a historical report, a documentation, or the 
statement of a witness but to “the kind of credibility peculiar 
to the literary text, in parentheses, as it were, matched on the 
reader’s part by an attitude Coleridge defined as ‘suspension 
of disbelief’.”® A literary text is marked by the fact that it does 
not come forth with the claim that it documents an occurrence 
in the world; nonetheless, it does want to draw the reader into 
the spell of an imagined occurrence step by step, until he 
follows the narrated events as if they were real. Even the fab- 
ricated reality must be capable of being experienced by the 
reader as a reality that is real—otherwise a novel does not 
accomplish what it is supposed to. 

Now, since the literary text bridges the gap between fiction 
and reality in this manner, Calvino is interested in the question 
of whether a text could be reflexive in such a way that it could 
even bridge the reality gap separating the text itself, as a body 
of signs, from the empirical circumstances of its own surround- 
ings—could, as it were, absorb everything that is real into itself. 
It would thereby expand itself into a totality behind which one 
could not go. In any event, the idea of a linguistic reality that 
posits itself in the work as something absolute and that encom- 
passes everything is what makes Calvino’s reflections relevant 
in our context. 

If the text is to totalize the fabricated world in this way, it 
has first to capture reflexively three world-relations in which it 
is itself embedded: the relation to the world in which the author 
lives and has put the text together; then the relationship be- 
tween fiction and reality in general; finally, the relation to the 
reality that is intended in the narrative, which must at least be 
capable of appearing to be the real reality. The text intersects 
with a reality that is outside of it in these three places: wherever 
it distinguishes itself from the thoughts of the author; wherever 
it causes a difference to emerge between the fictional world 
and reality in general; finally, wherever the believability of the 
text depends upon the reader relating what is depicted in the 
narrative to a world that is supposed by him as real and inde- 
pendent from the text. 

(1) The interval between text and author can be bridged 
by the text when it takes the author up into itself as a first- 
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person narrator. Following the schema of the aforementioned 
representative sentence, Calvino thematizes the element “I write 
that...” in terms of a famous example: 


Gustave Flaubert the author of the complete works of Gustave Flau- 
bert projects outside of himself the Gustave Flaubert who is the 
author of Madame Bovary, who in turn projects from himself the 
character of a middle-class married woman in Rouen, Emma Bovary, 
who projects from herself that Emma Bovary whom she dreams of 
being.’ 


In the end the semantic circle between text and author must 
close itself, according to Flaubert’s classic remark: “Madame 
Bovary, c’est mot.” The author must be seen as a dependent 
variable within the series of his own products, and as that alone: 


How much of the “I” who shapes the characters is in fact an “I” who 
has been shaped by the characters? The further we go toward distin- 
guishing the various levels that go to make up the “I” of the author, 
the more we realize that many of these levels do not belong to the 
author as an individual but to collective culture, to the historical 
period or the deep sedimentary layers of the species.® 


The conclusion that Calvino draws from this sounds like a 
sentence out of Foucault or Derrida: “The starting point of 
the chain, the real primary subject of the verb ‘to write,’ seems 
ever more distant from us, more rarefied and indistinct. Per- 
haps it is a phantom ‘I,’ an empty space, an absence.”® 

(2) The text is capable of engulfing not only the author 
but, by making the operation of generating a new world within 
itself transparent, it can engulf the categorial distinction be- 
tween fiction and reality as well. Calvino clarifies this with 
reference to the second element of his representative sentence: 
“I write that Homer tells. . . .” The storyteller can introduce a 
figure who experiences and assimilates the collision of incom- 
patible worlds: “The character of Don Quixote clears the way 
for the clash and encounter of two antithetical languages, or, 
rather, of two literary worlds without any ground in common: 
the chivalric-supernatural and the picaresque-comic.”!? Cer- 
vantes does not simply open up a new dimension in this way; 
rather, he allows a new, quixotic reading of the world as a 
whole to emerge from within the experiential horizon of a 
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character who stands at the intersection of two worlds that are 
preformed in literature. In this character, the text self-refer- 
entially mirrors the selfsame operation of world-disclosing that 
makes the text itself into a literary text. 

(4) With reference to the last element of the representative 
sentence, “. . . I have listened to the Sirens’ song,” Calvino 
discusses the possibility of building a final bridge. Once again, 
the text pushes against a reality that is external to it wherever 
it fabricates the object-relation of the narrated experiences and 
actions; for the text to be believable, the world its characters 
are related to must be capable of being presumed as objective. 
The reader must be able to regard what is depicted as real. 
Now at this point Calvino slips into speculation, because a gap 
opens up that the text cannot easily close. In order always to 
fit in with its readers’ expectations about reality, the text would 
have to control and steer their horizon of ontological expec- 
tations. An author is a contemporary of his own text, and he 
experiences the repercussions of his product in a different way 
than a reader experiences an alien text that he approaches 
from a context completely different from its own, without 
being bound to it in advance though internal strands of effec- 
tive history. Calvino reasons that in relation to this exposed 
flank the text could perhaps secure itself by closing itself upon 
itself reflexively—that is, by reflecting itself as a whole in one 
of its parts: “What do the Sirens sing? One possible hypothesis 
is that their song is nothing more or less than the Odyssey.”! 

But this becoming reflexive of the semantic content is a 
defensive reaction, one that alerts the reader to the plan. How 
the text might also capture the reality suppositions of the nar- 
rated occurrences themselves is a problem that can only be 
solved through the relation of the text to the reader. Whether 
the text is able to effect that peculiar ‘suspension of disbelief’ 
depends upon the reader’s suppositions about reality. 

(3) Ihave not yet mentioned the reader-relation of the text 
as a fourth world-relation. Calvino treats it (not very plausibly) 
in terms of the third element of his representative sentence, 
“Ulysses says... .” He refers to the principle of the enframing 
narrative that imports fictitious readers or hearers into the 
story’s occurrences. But the ladies and gentlemen whom Boc- 
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caccio has fleeing before the plague from Florence to a bucolic 
country seat in the year 1348 cannot represent a German reader 
from the year 1888 or a Japanese reader from the year 1988, 
especially not with respect to the authenticating ontological 
preunderstanding with which these readers approach the text. 
Calvino, then, also concludes his brilliant investigation more 
cautiously. As a literary theorist he does not give in to the 
temptation to infer from the reflexive encapsulation of fictional 
worlds a model that would elevate language to the rank of a 
temporalizing original power: “literature does not recognize 
Reality as such, but only evels”—that is, the fictional levels of 
reality within the universe of the written words, in which that 
“credibility peculiar to literary texts” resides.!? 

But it is otherwise with Calvino the writer. In one of his 
novels he introduces a writer who develops the poststructuralist 
idea of language in his diary. This writer feels the desire to 
hand himself over to the pull of an anonymous and all-encom- 
passing linguistic occurrence that directs everything from be- 
hind the scenes: “For the writer who wants to annul himself in 
order to give voice to what is outside him, two paths open: 
either write a book that could be the unique book, that exhausts 
the whole in its pages; or write all books, to pursue the whole 
through its partial images.” With Silas Flannery, his image of 
the ideal writer, Calvino opts against the first, the metaphysical 
concept, and for a radicalized historicism of language: “The 
unique book, which contains the whole, could only be the 
sacred text, the total word revealed. But I do not believe totality 
can be contained in language; my problem is what remains 
outside, the unwritten, the unwritable. The only way left me is 
that of writing all books, writing the books of all possible au- 
thors.” With the novel from which this passage is taken, Calvino 
undertakes the literary experiment of capturing in literature 
itself the appropriation of literature by the reader.!? He wants, 
in literary practice itself, to make the border between fiction 
and reality perceptible as mere appearance, as a difference 
that is generated by the text itself—and to make this text (like 
every other) recognizable as a fragment of a universal text, a 
primordial text, which knows no limits because the dimensions 
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of possible delimitations, space and time, first emerge from 
within it. 


IV 


If on a winter’s nght a traveler is a novel composed of the begin- 
nings of ten novels. These are set in an enframing narrative 
that depicts a male reader and a female reader hunting for the 
continuations of the fragments, searching for the lost original. 
Artfully interwoven with this metanarrative is in turn a meta- 
reflection of the author of the seventh incipient novel, whose 
voice Calvino uses to reveal to us, in the conversation of the 
ideal author with the ideal (female) reader, the intentions that 
guide Calvino himself in the construction of the multiply self- 
referential text. Surface motives pop up first here. Doesn’t the 
jaded reader put down every new novel out of boredom after 
the first thirty pages anyway? Worse yet: doesn’t the author 
himself have the feeling after a few pages that he has already 
said everything? Couldn't a novel that puts the reader on the 
trail of ten further novels reduce the unhappy complexity of 
the growing torrent of books? But another motive should al- 
ready be taken more seriously: the desire to submit the reader 
to an exercise that is otherwise required only by serialized 
novels. Calvino has his reader cross the border between his 
everyday life and an alien fictional world ten times, and ten 
times he tears him away, at the high point of the suspense, 
from an illusion that then turns out not to have been one; ten 
times he drops him roughly on the ground of trivial everyday 
practice with unsatisfied curiosity about the continuation of the 
story that has been withheld: 


I feel [notes Flannery] the thrill of a beginning that can be followed 
by multiple developments, inexhaustibly. . . . The romantic fascina- 
tion produced in the pure state by the first sentences of the first 
chapter of many novels is soon lost in the continuation of the story. 
. .. I would like to be able to write a book that is only an znczpit, that 
maintains for its whole duration the potentiality of the beginning. 
. .. Would it be the beginning of one tale inside another, as in the 
Arabian Nights? (177) 
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However, the heart of the matter is first reached only by a 
further consideration: “I, too, would like to erase myself and 
find for each book another I, another voice, another name, to 
be reborn; but my aim is to capture in the book the illegible 
world, without center, without ego, without I.” (180) The iden- 
tifiable person of the author, the unity of a work that is local- 
izable in space and time and has a beginning and an end, the 
rootedness of the written work in the context of its genesis— 
this illusion of individuation gets in the way of the truth of 
literature, the truth of a book that wants to be “the written 
counterpart of the unwritten world” (172): 


How well I would write if J were not here! If between the white page 
and the writing of words and stories that take shape and disappear 
without anyone’s ever writing them there were not interposed that 
uncomfortable partition which is my person! . . . If I were only a 
hand, a severed hand that grasps a pen and writes. ... Who would 
move this hand? The anonymous throng? The spirit of the times? 
The collective unconscious? I do not know. It is not in order to be 
the spokesman for something definable that I would like to erase 
myself.! Only to transmit the writable that waits to be written, the 
tellable that nobody tells. (171) 


In this longing to strip away all that is subjective, to become an 
impersonal scrivener, two things are expressed: the genuine 
experience of the process of world-disclosing, or the linguistic 
innovation that allows us to see with other eyes what happens 
in the world; but also the desire to overdraw this aesthetic 
experience, to totalize the contact with the extra-ordinary, to 
absorb the everyday. Everything that piles up as problems in 
the world, that is resolved or is left undone, is supposed to be 
reduced to a mere function of the opening of ever newer 
horizons of experience and of different ways of seeing things. 
Such a need is only satisfied by the concept of the book that 
writes itself: “‘I read, therefore it writes.’” (176) 

Calvino takes experiences of the world-disclosing productiv- 
ity of linguistic artworks and totalizes them in a concept of 
language that, not accidentally, coincides with Derrida’s theory. 
This theory is, as it were, acted out in the search for the 
continuations that have disappeared in so mysterious a way, 
the continuations that would complete the received fragments 
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and return to them their original form and integrity—which 
they have never possessed and will never be able to achieve. 
Ludmilla, the reader who is read, dives with relish into every 
new novel and lets herself be consumed by every new world 
with the expectation that this world will form a whole with 
beginning and end; this Ludmilla has indeed understood that 
the person of the author has little to do with the role of the 
author, that books emerge almost naturally, are namely “pro- 
duced” in the same way “as a pumpkin vine produces pump- 
kins.” (189) Yet her hunt for the continuations also lets us 
recognize what the ideal reader has not yet understood: that 
there has never been an original. Only her alter ego, the schem- 
ing translator Marana, who counterfeits all manuscripts, knows 
that. Marana dreams of a “plot of apocryphers” (193), and this 
dream reveals the truth about literature. 

With his machinations Marana fights against the idea “that 
behind each book there is someone who guarantees a truth in 
that world of ghosts and inventions by the mere fact .. . of 
having identified himself with that construction of words.” He 
dreams of “a literature made entirely of apocrypha, of false 
attributions, of imitations and counterfeits and _pastiches.” 
(159) Marana/Derrida systematically produces uncertainties 
about the identity of works, authors, and generative contexts. 
He makes sure that two copies of a novel that look completely 
alike contain two completely different novels and that coun- 
terfeits circulating under the successful author Flannery’s 
name resemble the original down to the last detail. He replaces 
one manuscript with another and mixes up works and authors, 
languages, and places of origin. He knows the secret that Cal- 
vino would like his reader to discover: that pages continually 
migrate from one book to another. Calvino turns the search 
for the books that have apparently disappeared into an exercise 
that is supposed to bring to light the truth about literature: 
there are no originals, only their traces, no texts, only readings, 
no fictional worlds in contrast to a reality. 

If the text dissolves into the event that is the search for 
apocryphal texts, however, then it can never exist except in the 
fleeting act of being received. The book lives only in the mo- 
ment of its being read. It is the recipient who steers the pro- 
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duction. The writer, who knows the truth about literature and 
extinguishes himself as author, tries to plug into the circuitry 
of his readers: “perhaps the woman I observe with the spyglass 
knows what I should write . . . what she knows for certain is 
what she expects, what void my words would have to fill.”!® He 
feels the need “to write anything at all, but thinking that it 
must pass through her reading.” (172) 

These are the ideas from the aesthetics of reception that 
Calvino incorporates into his novel as commentary at the me- 
tareflexive level. This theory, which feeds on an aesthetic ex- 
perience and yet shoots far beyond the realm of the aesthetic, 
still has to prove itself (and here Calvino is more consistent 
than Derrida) in aesthetic practice itself. Calvino must first carry 
through the experiment of a novel that is consistently written 
in the second person before he can show that the relation of 
the novel to the reader need not remain external to the text. 
The theory requires proof, worked through in practice, that 
the literary text is able to dissolve its identity, which is deter- 
mined through the difference to everyday life, by somehow 
incorporating within itself its reception by the reader—and that 
it is thus able to redeem literature’s claim to encompass every- 
thing. If the experiment were to succeed, then it would also 
no longer be correct to speak of a theory in the strict sense. 
What I at first called theory would then prove to be a piece of 
literature, such as that which also appears in the novel. Liter- 
ature and literary theory would be assimilated. 


Vv 


The novel in the second person turns the reader into a member 
of the cast of characters who hovers between a fictional world 
and his real world, who is both inside and outside: inside as 
one among several fabricated persons, but at the same time 
outside, because the character of the reader who is read refers 
to the actual reader and to this extent establishes a reference 
beyond the book. By reflecting its relation to the reader, the 
novel hubristically bursts the limits of fiction, even as it uses 
the ways and means of fiction. 
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The borders of the novel are marked by the beginning and 
the end of its encounter with ‘the’ reader. Calvino captures this 
circumstance in his novel. Calvino’s If on a winter’s night a traveler 
begins with the reader in a bookstore buying a copy of Calvino’s 
If on a winter’s night a traveler hot from the press and immedi- 
ately submerging himself in a reading that literarily ends with 
the last sentence on the last page of the book. Now Calvino 
takes up a dual relationship to his reader. He narrates how 
‘the’ (male) reader meets a (female) reader, how he becomes 
entangled with her in an adventurous story (the search for the 
lost books), how during this time he falls in love with her, 
sleeps with her, and marries her. To this extent the two occupy 
the normal roles of characters in a novel, whose lives the author 
controls without any limitation. This sovereignty is grammati- 
cally hemmed in, at least, when the real reader is addressed in 
the second person; for now the latter is in a position to reply. 
The autonomy of the reader grows with a threefold refraction 
of this relation to the author. 

The author, who is identical with the first-person narrator 
of the enframed incipient novels, first takes the reader by the 
hand and cunningly leads him into these fictional worlds. Sur- 
realistically, the world of the reader who is read is interpene- 
trated by the world that starts to disclose itself to him through 
his reading, and it forms a web that holds present the process 
of working into and submerging into the second-order fictional 
occurrences. The first novel within the novel begins with the 
words: “The novel begins in a railway station, a locomotive 
huffs, steam from a piston covers the opening of the chapter, 
a cloud of smoke hides part of the first paragraph. There is 
someone looking through the befogged glass, he opens the 
glass door of the bar. . . .” (10) At the same time, the reader 
who is read and the real reader each has the voice of the author 
in his head: “Your attention, as reader, is now completely con- 
centrated on the woman, already for several pages you have 
been circling around her, I have—no, the author has—been 
circling around the feminine presence. . . .” (20) 

On the next level of reflection, the author lets the reader in 
on just this artful construction of bringing the reader into the 
novel. The author directs himself for example to Ludmilla, 
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who ‘the’ reader has in the meantime met as a sympathetic 
soul: 


What are you like, Other Reader? It is time for this book in the 
second person to address itself no longer to a general male you, 
perhaps brother and double of a hypocrite I, but directly to you who 
appeared already in the second chapter as the Third Person necessary 
. .. for something to happen between that male Second Person and 
the female Third .. . (141) 


The level of the recipients must take on its own life if the lone 
reader appearing in the novel is not to remain the bare mirror 
image of the author. 

To be sure, it is only on a third level of reflection that the 
male reader and the female reader obtain the autonomy of 
taking a position with “yes” or “no” toward the reflections of 
their opposite number and of putting their own ideas into play. 
Curiously enough, they become autonomous when they con- 
front the author Calvino not in the role of the second person 
but as third persons within the diary entries of the writer 
Flannery (Calvino’s theorizing alter ego). It is noteworthy that 
the male reader and the female reader do not owe this inde- 
pendence to the grammatical role that is ascribed to them here, 
that of a triply enframed character in a novel; rather, they 
derive it from their social role as partners in conversation with 
a writer who draws them into argumentation, into an almost 
literary-theoretical discussion. Calvino achieves the goal of in- 
corporating the reader-relation into the literary text, therefore, 
not with literary means but only insofar as he succeeds in 
motivating his real readers to forget the world of the novel for 
a moment and to take the arguments that are stated in it by 
fictional characters seriously as arguments. He has to put the 
laws of the novel into abeyance in order to capture in the novel 
that which belongs to its environment, namely, the possible 
reactions of a reader. For it is only in the role of a participant 
in argumentation that the reader—the one Calvino provides 
himself in thought—is transformed into that of any reader 
whatsoever. 

The eminently clever Calvino naturally sees exactly the prob- 
lem that would have to be solved. In order to hold his place 
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open for every real reader, the depicted reader must, on the 
one hand, be an abstract placeholder. “The’ reader therefore 
remains nameless. One has to wonder whether as a man he is 
not already defined too specifically or too narrowly, or whether 
he is not too precisely identified by the acquisition of a copy 
of Calvino’s latest novel “hot off the press,” or by the urban 
milieu, the white-collar career, etc. On the other hand, ‘the’ 
reader has to take on his own specific characteristics and, de- 
spite all precautionary measures, step out of his anonymity, 
because as a character in a novel he cannot prevent himself 
from becoming entangled in a story. Calvino hopes that he can 
resolve this problem of effecting a grammatical division of 
labor by treating it in terms of content, namely, by dividing the 
reader’s role between one partner who is masculine and anon- 
ymous and another who is feminine and vividly depicted. He 
finally tells ‘the’ other reader, ‘the’ female reader: 


This book so far has been careful to leave open to the Reader who 
is reading the possibility of identifying himself with the Reader who 
is read: this is why he was not given a name, which would automat- 
ically have made him the equivalent of a Third Person, of a character 
(whereas to you, as Third Person, a name had to be given, Ludmilla), 
and so he has been kept a pronoun, in the abstract condition of 
pronouns, suitable for any attribute and any action. Let us see, Other 
Reader, if the book can succeed in drawing a true portrait of you, 
beginning with the frame and enclosing you from every side, estab- 
lishing the outlines of your form. (141-142) 


The vigorous yarn-spinner Calvino, who erects one arch of 
tension after another (and leaves them hanging in the air un- 
completed), succeeds wonderfully at this, but only at the price 
of having gradually to take the anonymity of the fabricated 
reader away from him once he has fallen under Ludmilla’s 
influence. On the level of the recipients, the story will become 
progressively more polarized. The one pole is formed by the 
dynamics of the action, which increasingly individualizes even 
the abstract you of ‘the’ reader, fills in the empty place of the 
singular term ‘you’ more and more with flesh and blood, and 
moves the second-person pronoun further and further into 
the vicinity of a proper name; the other pole is formed by a 
desperately defensive effort to preserve the grammatical fiction 
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of ‘the’ reader from the concretion of life, to keep his love for 
Ludmilla, his first night with her, and his decision to marry 
her as bland as possible, to place all this in brackets or, at best, 
to illuminate it with the reflected light of parallel actions that 
are being played out on other levels. The novel does not get 
beyond the limits of the novel. 

The fiction that transcends itself falls prey to the laws of 
fiction. What Calvino wanted to demonstrate with the novel has 
instead to be portrayed within it: the transition of the novel into 
life and the presentation of life as reading. In Ludmilla, Cal- 
vino depicts the person whose life disappears into reading. He 
depicts the power the written word has over life by accom- 
panying Ludmilla with the foil provided by her sister, who 
defends herself in vain against the pull of an irresistible textual 
happening. Lotaria, the woman of ’68, is placed under the 
postmodern light of an ironic distancing. She regards literature 
as a waste of time, continues to track the tendencies of the age, 
and still wants to “solve problems.” But she too is captured in 
the end by the frequencies of her own word lists, by the frenzy 
of signifiers. And even Irnerio, the nonreader on principal, 
does not escape the world of books; the papier-maché sculp- 
tures that he makes out of Ludmilla’s books end up in the 
hands of art critics and on the pages of art catalogues. “The’ 
reader is prompted: “You concentrate on your reading, trying 
to shift your concern for her to the book, as if hoping to see 
her come toward you from the pages.” (140) 

In short, Calvino tells a story whose scenes are literally played 
out in the world of the book—in bookstores and publishing 
houses, in literary-theory departments, in the studies of writers, 
before shelves of books, in double beds that are dominated by 
nighttime readings. But in the end he still remains the only 
director of this world and gazes down from above upon his 
male reader and his female reader, who remain third persons 
even when they are second persons. No one hinders the sov- 
ereignty of the author: “Now you are man and wife, Reader 
and Reader. A great double bed receives your parallel read- 
ings.” (260) Ludmilla closes her book and asks her reader: 
“Turn off your light, too. Aren’t you tired of reading?” In 
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my copy this final page has no number. A last, vain attempt to 
blur the transition from the one world into the other? 


VI 


It is also an indication that even Ludmilla is let go into everyday 
life. The contact with the extra-ordinary remains limited to an 
interim; it can neither be made constant nor be blown up into 
a totality. Everyday life continues to place limits around literary 
texts, and neither they nor the aesthetic experiment that is 
made with them furnishes any corroboration for conceiving 
language as a universal textual occurrence that levels the dif- 
ference between fiction and reality and overwhelms everything 
that is in the world. But what does literature refer to without 
being able to capture it? In what sense does everyday life place 
limits around literature? 

In everyday communicative practice speech acts retain a 
force that they lose in literary texts. In the former setting they 
function in contexts of action in which participants cope with 
situations and—let’s say it—have to solve problems. In the latter 
setting they are tailored to a reception that removes the burden 
of acting from the reader; the situations that he encounters, 
the problems that he faces, are not immediately his own. Lit- 
erature does not invite the reader to take a position of the 
same kind that everyday communication invites from those 
who are acting. Both are caught up in stories (or histories), but 
in different ways. One angle from which this difference can 
be made clear is the connection between meaning and validity. 

Throughout the prose of everyday life, the claims that are 
made for the truth of statements, the rightness of norms, the 
truthfulness of expressions, and the preference for certain 
values, all concern both the speaker and the addressee. The 
validity claims that appear within a literary text, on the other 
hand, possess this same binding force only for the persons 
appearing zn it, not for the author and the reader. The transfer 
of validity is interrupted at the boundaries of the text; it does 
not extend through the communicative relation all the way to 
the reader. Literary speech acts are in this sense illocutionarily 
disempowered. The internal relation between the meaning and 
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the validity of what is said survives intact only for the characters 
in the novel, for those in the third person or for those in the 
second person transformed into third persons (the depicted 
readers), but not for the real readers. 

This decoupling keeps the reader from directing certain 
questions to the text: e.g., whether the Japanese versions of 
Flannery’s novels, which Calvino has a person in the novel (the 
translator Marana) produce and at the same time denounce as 
counterfeits, are in fact counterfeits. The reader knows that 
what the author calls “counterfeit Flannerys” are counterfeit 
Flannerys. For the reader it is just not possible to “seize the 
function of the author.” He alone determines what is valid and 
what is not; only he can credibly assure us that “there is no 
truth outside falsification.”!® (193) As soon as the author con- 
cedes to the reader the possibility of judging for himself 
whether what Flannery says to Ludmilla and how Ludmilla 
replies to Flannery is in fact accurate, he leaves behind the 
sovereign position of a literary author—but at the price of 
producing a different kind of text. When a reader takes a po- 
sition toward the validity claims inside of the text just as he 
does “outside” in everyday life, he reaches right through the 
text to some subject matter (Sache)—and destroys the fiction. 

It is in this way that the reader relates to philosophical and 
scientific texts. These texts elicit from him a kind of criticism 
that is directed to the validity claims raised within the text. His 
criticism does not refer ¢o the text and the operation of world- 
disclosing that it carries out, as aesthetic criticism does; rather, 
it refers to what is said im the text about something in the 
world. The burden of action is also removed in a way from 
theoretical texts, but unlike literary texts, they distance them- 
selves from everyday practice without stopping the transfer of 
validity at their margins and so without releasing the reader from 
the role of being addressed by the validity claims that are raised 
in the text itself. 

The philosophical and the scientific author leave behind the 
sovereign position of the literary author, who pays for this 
position with another kind of dependence. The literary au- 
thor’s dependence on the eye-opening power of a language 
that is not at his disposition, to which he must also surrender 
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himself in the contact with the extra-ordinary, is Calvino’s 
theme. The scientific author, too, cannot free himself from this 
dependence completely—the philosophical author even less so. 
Adorno regarded the striking aphorism as the most appropri- 
ate form of presentation. As a form the aphorism is capable of 
expressing in language his secret ideal of knowledge, a Platon- 
istic thought that cannot be expressed, at least not without 
contradiction, in the medium of speech that gives reasons: 
knowledge must actually burst the prison of discursive thought 
and terminate in pure intuition.!’ Blumenberg’s inclination to 
the anecdotal betrays a different literary model, perhaps Georg 
Simmel, in any case not Nietzsche. Here, too, there is a cor- 
respondence between literary form and philosophical convic- 
tion: one who understands the rootedness of theory in the 
lifeworld in contextualist terms will want to discover the truth 
in the metaphors of the narrative. 

But even Blumenberg’s “philosophical narratives” and re- 
flections do not cause the distinction between genres to disap- 
pear. They do not give up the orientation toward questions of 
truth. Unlike literary texts, one of which can parody another, 
repeat it while displacing it, or comment upon it, philosophical 
texts can criticize one another. Thus, for example, Blumenberg 
criticizes (without naming him) Adorno: 


To the extent that the opposition of science to error disappears 
because, namely, the results of science no longer meet with prejudices 
commensurate with them, then the acute urgency to be freed from 
something fades away. It was an extremely clear symptom when the 
outbreak of discontent with science was accompanied by a ‘final at- 
tempt’ on the part of those who live from science to maintain, by 
merely adding the epithet ‘critical’ to every possible discipline and to 
science as a whole, precisely the impression that they are still dealing 
with an opponent that is becoming ever more secretive and 
underhanded.!8 


One can refer to Minima Moralia to find out how Adorno would 
have replied to this metacritique. 


Postscript 
Even our reviewer, who discusses—in the same forum a half 
year later—Karl Kraus, has in the meantime come to see this 
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and warns against the consequences of falsely turning science 
and philosophy into literature: “The prattle which Kraus heard 
from the press has now found its way into the sciences, the loci 
of rationality. Philosophers and historians, GezSteswissenschaftler 
in general, believe that they can dispense with arguments and 
are beginning to speak in fictions.”!9 
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